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“What do you think you're doing?” 

“I'm looking at this decapitated head,” 
Allen Strange replied, answering Josh Steven- 
son's question. They were in one of Josh’s cur- 
rent favorite hangouts, a comic-book and sci- 
ence-fiction specialty store in Delport called 
Dime Heroes. Colorful posters hung on the 
walls, showing fantastically garbed heroes bat- 
tling monsters, aliens, and other costumed 
characters with incredible powers and huge 
Weapons. 

“Well, try not to look at it so hard. You're 
going to attract attention.” Sandy-haired and 
Undersized for his age, Josh glanced nervously 
toward the front of the store where a half-dozen 
kids stood looking at the newest releases. 
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Another group played cards and role-playing 
games at tables in the back. 

“And this head isn’t?” Allen asked. 

“It’s supposed to attract attention,” Josh 
replied. “You're not.” He stood only a few feet 
away, flipping through a*long white box filled 
with comic books encased in plastic envelopes. 
“What's so special about it, anyway?” 

“Exactly.” Allen regarded the head again. 

“Huh?” Josh paused in mid-flip. 

Allen was used to that. Josh was great at fol- 
lowing his own logic, no matter how weirdly 
twisted it got with conspiracy theories and the- 
oretical science, but he didn’t always follow the 
conversations of others. “I was wondering what 
was so special about this other head as well.” 

Josh shrugged. “That head is kind of famous; 
They used it in a few movies back in the 
fifties.” 

“They don’t use it anymore?” 

“Nobody really goes for those kinds of aliens 
in movies anymore.” 

“I’ve noticed.” Allen glanced up at the tenta- 
cled monstrosity hanging. from the ceiling. It 
had huge fangs in its six’mouths, and it held 
blaster pistols in three of its tentacles, 

He returned his attention to the decapitated 
head in the. window, thinking he had:mare of a 
chance of understanding it than the tentacled 


(eoncy 


alien, Earthlings had such strange ideas about 
aliens, And about how they would interact with 
them. 

Placed near the shop window facing the 
street, the enormous head attracted a lot of 
attention, as it was supposed to do, That was 
confusing to Allen, who felt that if something 
was special enough to be remembered, that 
memory belonged in a Lemorian dream pod, not 
on display, But then, Earthlings didn’t have 
Lemorian dream pods. They kept their memo- 
ries on view in institutions called museums. 

“Is this place a museum?” Allen asked. 

“No,” Josh explained in his patient voice, 
which indicated that he was becoming impa- 
Man “This is a comic-book store. I told you 
that.” 

“Yet the periodicals you're looking through 
are collector's items, considered aged in their 
venue, and of intrinsic value because they exist 
in limited numbers.” 

Josh took a moment to consider the terminol- 
ogy, then nodded. “Yes,” 

Allen tested a sigh. Given the range of human 
emotions he was capable of experiencing in his 
Present form, he felt that the sigh was appropri- 
ate, “I must point out to you that the same cri- 
terion fits the definition you've given me of 


‘museum,’” 
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“Not in those words,” Josh objected. 

‘Allen nodded, knowing from experience that 
the words in the English language could have 
dozens of meanings depending on mood, cir- 
‘cumstances, culture, and tonal quality. 

He resumed his study of the gigantic head. It 
was appealing in a repulsive sort of way, he 
supposed. Kind of like a warmed-over tokkor 
salad with a side of blanched patuui legs the 
way they fixed it on Colanoth V. 

‘The brain looked large enough to have been 
fashioned from two separate organs, each 
roughly the size of a bowling ball. The forehead 
was deformed, shaped by dense bone that 
bulged at the stresser points nearly to bursting 
The eyes had no lids and no trace of nictitating 
membranes, Since it was a carbon-based entity, 
he didn’t know how the creature was supposed 
to keep its eyes clear of debris. The skin texture 
held blue-gray undertones but clung to the tri- 
angular bone structure that came down to a 
pointed chin, The mouth was curved in a cold 
and malicious line, 

Though he normally didn’t have ideas like the 
one he had, instead preferring to keep an open 
taind, Allen got the feeling that the head had 
belonged to an evil and threatening creature, 
Cautiously ‘he reached out to touch the head, 
wondering if it would feel leathery. 


Loony 


“ey, what do you think you're doing?” 

Startled, Allen turned to face the speaker. 

Vince, the older of the two brothers who 
owned the store, stood there. He was tall and 
thin, with long blond hair, wraparound sun- 
lasses, and a black concert T-shirt with “Goth 
Rules” emblazoned on it. Green neon vampire 
teeth glinted on either side of the printed words 

“{ wanted to experience the tactile quality,” 
Allen said. 

Vince moved closer, causing Allen to step 
back, “It feels like a couple thousand dollars is 
what it feels like.” He lifted his sunglasses long 
enough to study the head. “We were able to bor- 
row this thing especially for the convention this 
Weekend, I don’t want to have to buy it, And 
neither do you.” 

‘Allen shook his head. “No.” He felt embar- 
rassed. That wasn’t a totally new emotion for 
him, but he couldn’t remember feeling it as 
strongly—or as often—before taking on the 
human form. “I don’t have any place to put it.” 

‘Vince passed by Josh, dropping’ hand on his 
shoulder. “Watch out for your friend there, 
Josh.” 

Mi will," Josh shot Allen a look of reproach. 

n , then turned to the box of 
‘comics nearest him. He pulled one out and 
glanced at the cover. A man in an armored 
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black suit was using two ray rifles to blast 
beams at a silver robot with two swords, The 
title Space Marine covered the upper third of 
the cover, Looking at the bodk, Allen wondered 
which figure was the good guy, 

“Hi, Allen.” 

He glanced up and saw Robbie standing there 

She was as tall as he was, her dark hair pulled 
back in a ponytail. She wore a tangerine tank 
top under short overalls, and her skin glowed 
from the summer sun and time spent at the 
beach, “What are you doing?” 

“Attempting to study and understand what 
Josh refers to as pop culture,” Allen replied, 

“You won't be able to understand it,” she 
said. “Believe me, I don’t,” 

Robbie seemed nervous about something, and 
that bothered Allen. She was probably the 
nicest human he'd met. And without her help, 
he'd have been captured by Phil Berg soon after 
he arrived. 

Phil. Berg and his search for extraterrestrial 
remained a threat, as did the Alien Retrieval 
Commission, the secret government agency set 
up to apprehend aliens on Earth. ARC had got- 
ten close to discovering his secret. And then 
there was the danger of being discovered by the 
‘Trykloids, who knew a Xelan was hiding out on 
the planet Earth. 


Looney 


Phil Berg wanted to expose Allen. The govern- 
ment agency wanted him for questioning and 
possibly for experimentation as well, according 
to Josh, And the Trykloids—well, the Trykloids 
were just evil, 

When he'd stowed away on the energy-collec- 
tion craft from his home planet, Allen had never 
expected to be left behind on Earth. He'd 
stowed away out of curiosity and ventured too 
far from the group when they were almost over- 
run by humans who'd seen the craft come 
down. Now he lived as normal a life as he 
could. That life was never dull, 

‘ft seems like a waste of so much time and 
effort and imagination to keep up with solitary 
activities when there is so much waiting out 
there to be experienced.” 

“{ think it is,” Robbie assured him. “Anyway, 
that’s not what I came here for.” 

Allen looked at her and waited expectantly, 
He hadn’t expected her there. Most days during 
her free time Robbie hung around with her own 
friends or hit the beach for surfing. 

“You're in a slump,” Robbie said. 

slump?” Allen repeated. 
i! Robbie nodded. “A batting slump.” 
seummer Robbie had started playing coed 
#ome of her friends asked, Allen 
@ that most of the attraction seemed 
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to center around the fact that the team was 
coed, Although Robbie hadn't seemed too inter- 
ested at first, he'd noticed she was more inter- 
ested lately, He just couldn’t figure out why. 
Her team had ended up a player short three 
weeks ago, She’d asked Allen to join so they 
could continue playing. 

‘Thinking it might be fun, and remembering 
the excitement of watching Josh try out for the 
school baseball team last spring, Allen had 
agreed. He hadn’t counted on a recreational 
team being so competitive. 

“Deanna Holtzer has your number,” Robbie 
said. "She showed everyone you can’t hit a 
curve ball.” 

When it came to batting and fielding, Allen 
was a good player and he knew it. He could hold 
his own with anyone else on the team, But the 
curve ball—well, he didn’t understand that 
pitch at all. 

‘And lately, he'd noticed, all of the pitchers he 
faced seemed to have a curve ball. He hadn't 
gotten a hit for six games. 

“Hitting, the ball is a simple mathematical 

in most instances," Allen replied. He 

sounded defensive. He knew 

he kind of felt that way, and that was disturbing. 
Xelans just accepted what they could:and couldn't 
do; Also, in his energy form, he wasn’t as limited 
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in the human one. “A curve ball makes no 
sense at all. It shouldn't even be possible.” 

That's because you're thinking about it,” 
Robbie said. 

“Of course I think about it,” Allen said. 
“How else am I supposed to hit the ball? The 
bat has to be brought around at the proper angle 
‘of deflection, at the proper speed to redirect the 
ball’s progress.” 

Look, | know you're trying really hard,” 
Robbie said, “But I think maybe you're trying 
too hard, Some people think your batting is get- 
ting to be a problem.” 

“They do?!’ 

“Our team signed up for the Father’s Day 
tournament at the park this weekend, Counting 
you, there are only ten of us, which means 
you're going to be playing—and batting, 2. 

“Okay,” Allen said. 

“Not okay,” Robbie assured him. “Some of 
the players really want to win this tournament. 
‘They think your batting is going to hurt their 
chances.” 

hould get someone else," Allen 
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“You tried to replace me?” Allen asked. He 
didn’t know exactly why he asked, because he 
knew from what she'd said that it was true. It 
made sense, but somehow it still didn’t feel 
good, 

“The other players tried.” Robbie paused, 
“Sorry, Allen, but I wanted you to hear about it 
from me, not from someone else," 

“It's okay," he told her, though he didn’t feel 
okay about it, He'd gotten used to being a mem- 
ber of the team. 

“It’s just that they feel we've worked so hard 
to play in this league, and we're due for a win.” 

“I remember when Josh got caught up in base- 
ball,” Allen said. “You told him that playing 
Wasn't about winning. It was about practicing 
and getting better.” 

“It isn't supposed to be about winning,” 
Robbie agreed, “But that’s how some of the 
players feel. And some of the parents, too, 
You're getting whiffed by everybody now, I’m 
really sorry to tell you this.” 

“I know," Allen admitted. He’d gotten so that 
he hated walking into the batter's box. He found 
the whole experience humiliating, and that was 
a human feeling he didn’t think he'd ever get 
used to, 

Robbie looked at him. “This has really been 
bothering me, Allen. But today is Wednesday 
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and the games begin Friday night. We need to do 
something.” 

She looked at him, wanting some kind of 
answer, but Allen didn’t know what to tell her, 

“Hey, guys, we've got trouble,” Josh —an- 
nounced, joining Allen and Robbie. “There are 
two men across the street with a camcorder,” 

Allen gazed around Josh and spotted the men 
acrow the two-lane street, One of them was 
aiming a camcorder at Dime Heroes, 

Robbie glanced at Allen, “They can’t be here 
for us, Can they?” 

Allen shrugged. Most days he didn’t think 
about the fact that Phil Berg, the government 
agents, and the Trykloids, among others, were 
OWE there searching for him. Robbie and Josh 
thought about it more than Allen did. 

“We need to get out of here,” Robbie said. 
“Josh, is there a back door?” 

' Josh replied. “The back door opens 
into the alley, I know because I help Vince and 
Neal get rid of the trash on delivery days.” 

Nefore Allen could take more than a single 
‘Mep toward the back of the store, the front door 

Two men in black suits and 

oh Whiparound sunglasses charged into the 
mom Carrying huge chrome-plated weapons 
With enormous barrels and futuristic sighting 


mechaniamn, 
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"Department of Extraterrestrial Investiga- 
tions!” one of them roared. “Nobody move! 
Especially any of you scum-sucking aliens try- 
ing to pass as humans!” , 

Mimicking the police shows he'd seen on 
television, Allen immediately extended his 
arms toward the ceiling, “Don't shoot! Don’t 
shoot! I'll come quietly!” 


GHAPTER 
ra 
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c suits seemed to hesitate 
Then they jerked their 


The two men in blac! 


wale 


He'd seen men dresses 
books Josh read and in 
going to blast me into shapeless protoplasm or 
freeze me or incinerate me, he thought. 

Even if he changed into his energy form, 
the chances were very good they'd blast 
Robbie or Josh by mistake. They might even 
do it on purpose, thinking maybe they were 
ins too. 
hen without warning, Robbie grabbed Allen 
the arm and pulled him away from the two 
dark-suited men. “Run!” she ordered. 
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“Follow me!” Josh yelled, He scrambled up 

over one of the long rectangular tables where 
the gamers played. Cards, dice, and figurines 
went flying, 4 

Robbie and Allen raced around the falling 
table. 

Josh reached the back door first, He fumbled 
with the door knob for a moment. “It’s locked!” 

Allen touched the door and unleashed a bio- 
electrical burst that knocked the magnetized 
tumblers into place. He twisted the knob and 
the door flew open, 

Josh grabbed him by his shirt and dragged him 
into the back room, Robbie had a hand planted 
firmly high on his back, pushing hard. Allen 
was sure that if it hadn’t been for his enhanced 
reflexes, he'd have fallen on his face. 

The back room held extra shelving and boxes 
of books and supplies. A small shelf above a 
mop sink contributed the lemony. smell of 
detergent. The room was’ dimly lighted, and 
stacks of boxes stood everywhere, 

Josh slammed into a couple stacks of boxes 
and sent them spinning away, spilling plastic- 
covered comics in all directions. He main- 
tained his grip on Allen’s shirt and guided 
him’ unerringly toward the large metal back 
door. 

Allen glanced over his shoulder. The men in 
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black suits were in pursuit, framed by the rec- 
Rang : of the door. He couldn't believe they ha 
n't fired their weapons. In the movies, they’ 
have blasted holes in the walls by now. 

Josh crashed against the panic bar that 
released the back door. The blaring alarm 
started at the same time. 

‘The alley dead-ended to the left. Josh pulled 
at Allen's arm, guiding him to the right, around 
‘an overfilled Dumpster. 

For a moment Allen thought they might 
make it, 

¢n, just as they reached the mouth of the 
alley, one of the black-suited men ran in front of 


them, He skidded to a stop and leveled his 


wus mony “Proozo!"” 

“Back this way!” Robbie yelled, grabbing 
Allen’s collar and hauling him back the way 
they'd come. 

Allen had just managed to turn around when 
the second man in black stepped from the open 
doorway. The screaming alarm filled the alley 
with noise. 

"No good,” Josh whispered unhappily. “We're 
Booked," They all raised their hands, \ 

tt warning, the man in the black suit 

ly lowered his weapon and started laugh- 
Uncontrollably, He turned back to. the 
Gomics store. “Hey, Vince, Neal. You guys have 
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got to see this,” He pointed at Robbie, Josh, and 
Allen. “They gave up.” 

Vince and Neal walked out and started laugh- 
ing too, “Josh,” Vince called, “what do you 
think you're doing?” 

Hesitantly, Josh lowered his arms, “What's 
going on?” 

“Were you scared?” Neal asked, still laughing. 

“Who are these guys?” Josh demanded. 

“Local actors,” Vince replied. 

“We hired them to do a commercial for the 
comics and media convention we're hosting this 
weekend,” Neal added. 

“We wanted a real-life reaction from the peo- 
ple in the store,” Vince said, “so we scheduled. 
the filming for one of the busy times and didn’t 
tell anybody.” 

“Man,” the actor said, “you should have seen 
everybody dive for cover in the store after you 
guys tore out of there. You can’t buy acting like 
that.” 

“Except we've got a big mess back there,” 
Neal said, 

“And the gamers aren't very happy,” Vince 
added. 

“But you'll have a great commercial to run on 
the local channels,” the actor pointed out. He 
touched his jacket. “Even used a button cam so 


Looney 
we could get a first-person perspective. It’s going 
to be sweet./" 

“Since I helped make the mess,” Josh offered, 
“(help clean it up.” 

“Hey, that’s great,” Vince said. “with all the 
stuff we're doing for the convention, we can use 
all the help we can get.” He clapped Josh on the 
shoulder, 

Josh glanced back at Allen and Robbie, but 
helare Allen could agree to help, Robbie spoke 


up 
Mino, Allen, You and I have other things to 
tulle about.” 
Jouh frowned, obviously feeling let down. 
HMayle we should stay and help,” Allen told 


Nol 

Mid really like to talk to you about the team," 
she replied. “Josh and his friends can handle 
this.” 

Allen said good-bye to Josh, then turned and 
let Robbie lead him toward the Stevenson 
home. He really didn’t want to talk about soft- 
hall 


Robbie emptied the dishwasher in the 
Stevenson kitchen, watching Allen as he helped 
fier. He hadn't said too much. He's waiting on 
me to say something, she realized. His silence 


> 


18 JOURNEY OF ALLon aTRAnoD 


made her feel even worse. It’s bad enough I had 
to tell him; hearing it from someone else on the 
team would have been even worse, 

“Look, Allen, I'm really sorry that some of 
the players looked for a substitute for you 
behind your back,” she said, She put away a 
stack of plates, 

Allen continued drying the glasses and 
putting them away on the other side of the dish- 
washer. “It's okay,” he said, giving her that 
Allen smile of his that made him look so inno- 
cent. 


“You're not mad that they tried to replace 


you.” 

“Would getting mad at you change any- 
thing?” Allen asked, 

"I guess you're right,” Robbie sighed, Why did 
he have to be so right? Allen still had a big 
learning curve to make up for in a lot of areas of 
human behavior. But he was right about this, “I 
feel really terrible for getting you into this. It’s 
just that I got so involved with the opportuni- 
ties the team presented.” Now I’m calling Brad 
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Templeton an opportunity? She couldn't believe 
it, However, she’d never met a boy before who 
made her feel so interested. “You don’t feel bad 
at all?” 
Allen paused, then nodded. “Maybe a little. I 
lo like playing,” 

“Do you understand why they did it?” 

“Sure, They want to win.” 

‘That was the truth, Robbie knew, but it didn’t 
Wound good when it was stated so plainly. 
Actually, Brad would like to win. If we don't, 
he might switch to another team. She didn’t 
want that to happen, She was still working out 
how she felt shou Brad, iteciter 

ed the refrigerator and glanced at the 
ftom available to her. "Couch iverson won't 
to hear about this,” she said. 
‘The fact that they couldn’t find anyone to 
replace met” Allen asked. 

No, The fact that they were even looking in 
the first place.” Robbie chose a fresh cucumber, 
baby carrots, celery, and the Ranch dip, “Coach 
Tyerwon doesn't feel that you need to be 

o She quickly cut the veggies into 
and opened the dip. They snacked in the 
fant nook. 

) looked at her thoughtfully, “If they 
it won't play.” 

“# not an’ answer,” Robbie replied. 
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“We'll be a person short if you don’t play, It/ll be 
an automatic out every time that position 
comes up to bat.’ 

“It amounts to the same thing as me batting.” 

“Yeah, but we lose a good right fielder.” 
Robbie did her best to cheer Allen up. She hated 
to see him down; he was always so optimistic, 

“I think I'll go upstairs for a little while,” 
Allen said. ; 

“Why?” Robbie asked. 

“1 don’t know for sure what I'm feeling, but 
I'm pretty sure I want to be alone.” He left the 
room and went upstairs to the attic where he 
lived, 

2 Robbie glanced at the cut-up vegetables. 
‘Way to go. Now, that was handled real deli- 
ely. 


“You doing anything this weekend, Josh?” 
Vince asked. 

“I'm going to the convention,” Josh answered. 
He looked around the comic-book store. Nearly 
everything was back where it had been before 
he and Allen had started their mad scramble to 
the back door. 

“Would you like to make a little money while 
you're there?” Vince straightened rows of comics 
while Neal waited on customers at the counter. 

“How?” Josh asked. It was always nice to 
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warn money—as long as it didn’t take up too 
iuch time, His allowance and odd-job cash 
were always being eaten up by comics, games, 
4nd programs for his PC. 

“fly managing a table for us at the conven- 
tion,” Vinee said. 

“Met" Josh asked. 

“Yeah, you." Vince grinned, “I was selling 
coniles for old man Finkle when I was your age. 
You're « whie av computer science and math, so 
‘managing a table should be a breeze.” 

Jonh considered it, “Yeah, but if I'm stuck at 
table, 1 won't be able to look at everything in 
the eonvention. 

eonvention rune twenty-four hours a 
Vriday through Jay," Vince said. 
ere'll be plenty of time to see—"" 

“Not everything is open twenty-four hours,” 
Jouh pointed out. “The huckster room closes at 
‘bight every evening, and so does the art room.” 

“Ab, but you'll be working in the huckster 
fwom,” Vince stated. “In fact, you'll be there 
hulore the public arrives. Maybe you'll even be 

to get better deals.” 
wickster room was set aside for selling 
| (uiling merchandise. Josh always enjoyed 
‘at everything that showed up on the 
vith tables. “I also want to go to some of the 
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Vince shrugged and put more comics on the 
racks. “No sweat. You're only pulling part-time 
shifts for us. Make your schedule with Freddie, 
Do you know Freddie?” 

Josh nodded, Freddie was a college student 
who worked part-time at Dime Heroes when- 
ever Vince and Neal needed him. 

“Freddie's going to be working the table too, 
and he also wants to be able to meander around 
the convention, You can work out any time 
crunches with him.” 

“Where are you guys going to be?” Josh asked. 

Vince smiled and tapped his chest with the 
fingers of both hands. “We're the masters of cer- 
emonies, little dude, We have to introduce the 
different guests and events,” 

“Cool,” 

I'm looking forward to it.” Vince smiled 
more broadly, “This is our first year to go this 
big, but we've got the show to do it with this 
year, Our advance sale of tickets has gone pretty 
well, and the local merchants have bought up | 
some tables in the huckster room. So what do 
you say?!” 

“Tl have to talk to my dad.” 

“Pair enough. Get with him and give us a call 
here at the store this evening if you can. Have 
you bought your weekend tickets yet?” 

Josh shook his head. “No.” 


looney 

Phen tell your dad we'll comp you for all 
three days as our guest. That'll save you thirty 
Wek.” 

Vhe offer was definitely attractive. He had the 
iiety dollars put away for the tickets. Having 
ut thirty dollars to spend in the huckster 
room made the offer even more appealing. “Can 
1 bring # friend to help out at the table?” Josh 


“Allen,” Josh answered. “My friend who was 
here with me today.” A 
Vinwe grinned broadly. “Are you sure he’s 
jolly to want to come near us after today? That 
MN) bokos like he was scared out of his shorts.” 
lve thought quickly, “Allen’s kind of new to 
the whole comics scene. He really wasn't pre- 
uted for what happened.” f : 
“Yeah, well, he sure seemed interested in 
(eoeer over there.” Vince pointed at the movie 
Head in the window. “Never saw anybody so 
ted in it.” 
¢ fiction’s a new genre for him too.” 
shook his head in wonderment. 


wl was actually five sun systems away, 
“Sure,” Vince said. “Go ahead and bring 


him.’ 
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The front door of the shop opened. Instead of 
another buyer, though, a wont ina blue FedEx 
uniform walked through the door pushing a 
hand truck laden with packages. 

“Come on, Josh,” Vince said, moving toward 
the FedEx courier, “Let’s go see our secret 
weapon for the convention, We got an exclusive 
deal on this, and you're going to need to know 
everything about it!” 


CHAPTER 


alveil Strange lay sprawled actoss the floor 

Mevenpons’ cluttered attic. Anyone who 

Him would have known he was once a 

yHent store mannequin, and would have 

wondered what Allen was doing with him. 

Allen pointed a hand at Manfred and zapped 

in with an animation charge that would last 

iy hours. He wanted to talk to someone, and his 
‘hid peemed like a good place to start, 

Man the plastic taking on the 

jstency of flesh. He wore slacks and a knit 

Wt Although he was learning more about 

Hig human and being Allen’s surrogate dad, his 
Woments were still somewhat stiff. 

‘Allen had first animated Manfred to act as his 

ther to sign the necessary papers to get him into 
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school. Living in the 


secret governmen 
he wasn 
P into a seated posi- 
len.” 
Allen said, dropping into a cross- 
gsc in front of his surrogate father, 
It’s good to see you,” Manfred said, 
“It's good to see you, too,” 
Manfred cocked his head, studying Allen. “You 
don’t seem very happy today, sport.” 
“Sport?” Allen asked, 

_“A nomenclature | Picked up from television 
viewing, A father talking to his daughter, 
Someone who explains it all.” 

Allen knew the show, 

“Perhaps I was in error,” Manfred said aj 
‘I rh polo- 
&etically. “But the usage didn’t seem to be gender 
specific,” 
“It’s not," Allen assured his 
“Tes just unusual for you to 
“Aren't we all unusual?” 


ea 


tooney 

TY guens 40.” 

“Ivy unlike you to be so inexact in your 
aiwwern,”” 

“L don’t feel very good,” Allen said, 

Manfred clapped a hand to Allen’s forehead, 
“Are you ill? Nausea? Diarrhea? Stomach 
Siwitipet Bloating? If you're experiencing these or 

Symptoms, perhaps we should take you to 
om” 

Allon jently removed Manfred’s hand from his 

Head. “I's nothing physi 

“A imental illness, then? Depression? Anxiety? 
T Witwe! Those are much harder to treat, 

We Hhotonds of people just like you,” 
Ml that Manfred had been watch- 
Of television, paying particular atten- 
1 the medical commercials, “No. It’s just 
ume of the team members want to replace 


Whey want someone else in your position?” 
“Nome of them do,” Allen answered. “I 
Heinber from Josh’s experience with baseball 
i ht field was the place for losers, feebs, and 
Herity challenged.” 

Wt lid explained Josh’s recent baseball 
Henee Ww Manfred. “That was Josh’s view of 
Position.” Allen was surprised at how defen- 
He felt. “ve found that that position has 

Wetiines been a telling factor in games,” 


zy 
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“OF course, You've caught several fly balls fire chairs, and computer equipment arranged 
there. Pop flies, The long fly ball.” Manfred hadi #lony, one wall, Neal took out a key and slit the 
been to some of the games, and Allen had talked {pe holding the box closed. He looked at Vince. 
to him about others, “You sure we should show this to Josh? I mean, 


“thought I was doing well,” Allen saidjm If the public gets wind of it too soon, it could 
“except for the batting.” "Bako the edge off our unveiling on Friday.” 


wis out, The Tie dive: The big. slam fie. Joth looked at the box. It wap open only far 

Hammer time.” “Be cjnuyh to show the lurid colors inside, He 

Allen briefly explained about th BL ualjeid a little closer, Okay, lots of color, paper— 

FatheoaDayactiballiearicnamenti e upcoming Bij cans it’s a comic book. But which onet 
TAU ASR eee aus TGUNTT? Maaircalme © 1# Boims to be working a able fos us: 

aked soheniHe- Finished) the convention,” Vince said. “He's going to 
“"Tdon’t think that’s it,” Allen replied. "I thi Juve to know eventually.” 

sha jasd dea batted beeter"> seen eh Mt only makes sense,’” Josh said, “Come on, 


“Tl teach you,” Manfret “ Hon't keep me in suspense.” He hated secrets. 
Ne haalab eA achen nas Mbjkay." Neal opened the box, revealing the 


be the best ei Ff 

obbeing: role model and teacher he is capable sygo kc o{ comic books inside. “Here it is, Josh, 
What we hope is going to be the biggest event of 

the whole convention.” 

Josh looked inside the box, his eyes drawn to 
the garish covers, A man flying in a heroic pose 
lilled the cover of one comic book. He was 
dyeqved in a green-and-white uniform and cape 
1) « bulbous helmet that made him look like 
Wiker ant. A fluorescent-white question mark 
wered his chest, The number one was dis- 
yod prominently near the top, next to the 
le: Enigma Man, 

“Linigma Man,” Josh said. “Who was he?” 


° & 


“Secret weapon?" Josh asked. 
Vince took the top box from the stack 
brought in by the FedEx employee. “Grab one of 
those boxes, Josh, and follow me back to the 
office.” 

_ Josh hefted one of the boxes and knew 
instantly that it contained paper rather than 
toys, because of the weight, He followed Vin 
and Neal to the small office they kept in 
back. 

The office was nearly filled by the metal 
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Vince and Neal swapped looks. “Who ws | called to find out if we were having prac- 
Enigma Man?” Vince asked. “Everybody's heard) todlay.! F 
of Enigma Man!” een My lon't think so. Let me check.” Robbie took 
“How can Josh work a table at the convention wordless handset into the kitchen oi 
if he doesn’t know who Enigma Man isi” Neal jgjjel at the calendar the Stevenson family 
asked. opt near the refrigerator. She'd made notes 
Oh, man, Josh thought, 1 just blew my g)yur the practices and the games. The whole 
chance at a job during the convention, He (ayyiny, weekend was covered with information 
looked at the comic cover again, hoping to find jj the tournament and Josh's comics con- 
answers there. Yention. “No, What made you think practice 


Was today?” : , d 
The phone rang, and Robbie answered it in | went to get Jennifer a few minutes ago an 


the living room while doing her chores. She was sow Allen at McNally’s. Coach usually takes te 

a little irritated with Josh, who hadn't yet ‘here to work on batting, so I thought maybe I’ 

returned from the comic-book store to help out Hiinwed something.” ‘ 

before their father got home. Jennifer? Brad had never mentioned anyone 
“Hello,” she said, flopping down on the gaye Jennifer, And Allen at McNally’s? 


couch. HYou're sure itwas Allen?” = 
“Robbie? This is Brad, from the Bombers.” “Yeah. He was there with his dad. 


Robbie sat upright, as if that would make Manfred was there too? Robbie suddenly felt 
her feel less nervous. Brad was really cute’ ‘wrvous. After her talk with Allen, she’d gone 
and played shortstop next to her third base room. Maybe he slipped out? She went 
position. He was one of the main reason 
she'd so gotten into playing softball. “Oh, 
hey, Brad,” " a 

“T hope you don't mind me calling you. I got “He's been feeling kind of down about it, 
your number off the team roster.” shbic admitted. Especially after today. 

“No,"" she replied. “No, 1 don't mind at *Why! Has somebody been talking bad about 
But what are we going to talk about! 1” Tirad’s voice turned hard, “He's in a bat- 
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ting slump, Robbie, and I’d heard some of th 
others were talking ‘about trying to get al 
replacement for him for this tournament,” 

“T know.” Robbie looked around the attic an 
found it deserted, Manfred was gone too, 

“If find out somebody said something to hi 
about it, I'm not going to be happy,”’ Brad said. 

And that would be me, Robbie thought. Shi 
also couldn't help wondering who Jennifer 
was. 

“There's nobody on that team who gives more 
than Allen does,” Brad went on. “He's always 
there at every practice, and he never says an 
unkind word to anyone, I'd rather play wit 
someone like Allen than a home run hitter wit 
an attitude.” 

“Vil try to find Allen,” Robbie said. “You 
probably should get back to Jennifer before she 
thinks you're rude.” 

“Jennifer always thinks I’m rude.” Bra 
laughed. “Big brothers only serve as taxi drivers, 
Right, Sis?” 

Robbie couldn’t make out the reply, but sht 
felt a lot better. Jennifer was Brad's sister. At the 
same time she felt relieved, she felt nerv 
again. She didn’t know what she was going 
do about the feelings she had for him. Or even’ 
it was something she should act on. Or let hi 
act on. This was so confusing! 


(eoncy 
Siw managed to get off the phone without 
sinhuvrassing herselfsomething she felt could 
Hujpen at any time around Brad—and headed 
pul the door. Thinking about Allen and Manfred 


~ # MeNally’s alone was scary. She hoped she got 


ihere in time, 


CHAPTER 
4 


= 


Miten strapped 
ped the headgear on, then st 
into the wire mesh batting cage. He ee 
metal bat in both hands but didn't approach the 
yellow plate painted on the smooth concrete 
floor, He squinted at the mouth of the tube tha 
ost hurl the softballs through the strike 
ne. 
“What's wrong, Allen?” Manfred hung o: 
side of the wire cage and watched acioniyd 
“My stomach feels funny.” It felt as if som 
thing were moving around inside it, But Alli 
knew that wasn't possible. Also, his palms we 
damp to the point of being slippery. % 
“You're nervous,” Manfred advised. “Shake 
off and get out there. You can do this, Just get 
big swing going and follow it through.” 


looney 


Ym glad one of us thinks I can do it. 
Weluctantly Allen stepped up to the plate. 


‘Muntred engaged the coin-operated machine, 


wud the first ball whizzed out with a meaty 
splutt! of air, 

‘Allen focused on the ball, but he remained 
ware of all the other people in the dozen bat- 
tiny, cages of the facility. Some of them, he 
knew, were watching him. 

He swung at the ball. He missed by a mile. 

od swing,” Manfred encouraged, clapping. 
“Good swing. Now get set up again, Get ready 
Jor the next pitch.” 

‘Allen settled into his batting stance. He'd 

ver thought about being nervous before, not 

we Josh and Robbie had instructed him, not 
‘stave he’d seen baseball games on ESPN. He'd 
over felt this nervous when he was wrestling, 
When he'd gone up against Central Tech's 

mermeier, no one had expected him to win, 
‘ut he had, Even Moose had chickened out on 
wrontling the big heavyweight. 

When the ball shot out of the pitching 

hine this time, Allen swung way too early, 
hut cleared the plate before the ball did. 

Just relax, Allen," Manfred called out. 
ke up on the bat, Hold it nice and easy, 
Wo Up your stance, Swing with your hips. 
your weight into it” 


TH JOURNEY OF ALON STRANGE 
The barrage of suggestions 
got Allen so coi 
fused he completely forget to swing at the ne: 
ball that came through. It clanked into the wit 
mesh behind him, causing further embarr 
ment, 
mete next six pitches clanked back there at 
Robbie's friends are right, he though 
Is , tas hi 
walked away from the plate. I don’t de: 
be part of the Bombers, coast 


“1 don’t know about”—Josh 
=] glanced at the 
comic in his hand—“about Enigma Man. But T 


can learn," 

Neal gave him a serious stare. “You can’t just 
learn about Enigma Man. You've got to eat, 
slegp, and breathe Enigma Man, By this weeks 
end you need to know evi i i 
now abogetient Men aks al 

Josh flipped through the pages of the comic. 
Maybe it had a few more words in it than 
some comics, but there was nothing too tot 
No problem,” he said, “I'll read it tonight. 
tomorrow Vl be an Enigma Man expert. 
has his origin story, right?” : 

“"in a way," Vince answered. 

“The whole thing," Neal chimed in, “is 
of an enigma, a puzzle.” ‘ 


tooncy. 

“Ap origin story that’s not an origin story?” 

woh asked, feeling confused. 

Myhut’s the way it was set up,” Vince said. He 

yon the edge of the desk, looking totally 

tod. “Readers didn’t know who or what 
Vnigma Man was exactly.” 

Didn't?” Josh repeated. “Don’t you mean the 
yeaders won't know?” 

“You have so much to learn,” Neal said. He 
Japped the box of comics. “This isn’t the first 
jnearnation of Enigma Man. The magazine 
friginally debuted in the 1940s and was a big 
hin” 

’Yhe grandson of the original creator has 

sight Enigma Man back as a new series for 

iant-M Comics,” Vince said. “It’s timely, topi- 
eal, and a lot of fun, We knew when the first 
jauue was coming out, and we arranged to have 
grandson and the first comics here. After 
E ‘, Enigma Man goes on to the San Diego 
an.” 
‘jut till then,” Neal said, “we get him, We've 
eacly contacted some news sources locally as 
{| us nationally. You up for that?” 
Sure," Josh said, “Tl research the Net and 
what Lean turn up on Enigma Man." 
jogative,” Vince “There's next to 
hing, on Enigma Man on the Net. His comic 
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died in the 1950s when so many of the comics 
got axed because of bad press.” 

Josh remembered some of the history from} 
the talks he'd had with Neal and Vince, 
McCarthyism and the Communist scare had 
caused comics to be looked on in a bad light. 
The Comics Code Authority had come out of it. 
“Any suggestions?” 

“Yeah.” Neal opened another box. He handed 
over a small box. 

Looking at the box, Josh realized it held two) 
cassette tapes. The jacket copy read: “The 
Enigma Man Collection: Both thrilling serials 
from the 1940s inside. Includes The Puzzle of: 
Enigma Man! and Enigma Man versus the 
Baffler!” 

“And this.” Vince handed over a thick book, 
“The first two dozen Enigma Man comics com- 
piled into one volume.” 

“By the time the convention opens,” Neal 
said, “we'll have action figures too. As I said, 
we're going to have Hector Dalton—the grand- 
son of Riley Dalton, who created Enigma Man— 

guest. Think you want to be part of 


“Oh, yeah,” Josh said excitedly. “I'd love to be 
part of that.” 


“No, Allen, get your hips into it more.” 


(ooncy 
{)ospite the conversations and mechanical 
jwiies surrounding her at McNally's, Robbie 
Manfred Strange’s voice at once. She 
way through the maze of batting 


supped into the cage. 
Mien slumped on the wooden bench near the 
wane ; 
M ecp your eye on the ball,” Manfred advised, 
king practice cuts. “Be the ball. Get your hips 
ito it f 
‘The pitching machine spat out the first ball. 
Manfred swung and connected with a loud 
hwook! that echoed inside the building. The 
| sailed back, going, high into the nets draped 
+ the batting area, “See, Allen? Keep focused 
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and follow through.” He thwocked! the ne: 
ball as well. “It’s easy.” 

Gathering her courage, Robbie joined All 
on the bench, 

He glanced up and smiled. “Hello, Robbie, 
Vm working to improve my batting,” 

“Tcan see that.” 

Manfred kept slamming the ball high into the 
Net, as consistent as a metronome. “See, Allen? 
Nothing to it.” Thwock! “Just keep your eye on 
the ball and swing through it.” Thwock! 

a thought maybe this would help,” Allen 
said. 

“Thad no business telling you what I did,” 

“Do you think someone else should have told 
me?” Allen stared at her earnestly. 

“No,” Robbie answered, 

“I think it would have been worse coming 
from one of the other team members,” Allen’ 
went on. “I don‘t know any of them very well.” 

“I don’t think anyone else would have men- 
tioned it.” Except maybe Sheena Madden, 
Robbie didn’t like thinking about how Sheena’ 
would have handled the matter. 

“If the whole team felt that way,” Allen 


pointed out, “someone would have mentioned 
it” 


“usec, Allen?” Thwock/ 
Robbie watched the net jump high above 


teoncy : 
er end of the cage. “The whole team doesn t 
a chit se Brad. Templeton thinks you're a 
eat player.” : 
mr ie docs?” Allen smiled. i Ma 
“Yes, He just figures you're in a batting 
slump.” , coe 
Her ded, and the smile wen ay. 
& And it’s worse than ever. I'm not hitting 
Reg eKeep your eye on the ball, Allen.” 
“You asked Manfred to give you pointers on 
2” Robbie asked. 
reli he volunteered" Allen answered. 
Robbie watched Manfred slam another a5 
cp and far into the net. “Is he helping’ 
ease tell me yes. sels 
Deie aut to hit the ball just fine. alien 
focused his attention on Manfred, looking 
Ds ole good out there.” Rebbie wished she 
ew what else to say, wished she cot a 
Bs the hurtful words she'd said searle 
» You're still going to play this weekend, aren’ 


inki be I'd 
n hesitated. “I was thinking may! i 
Bats ine weekend with Josh. The comics feet 
ention will be going on, and he doesn’t hav 
yvone to yo with.” 7 
“) understand how you feel.’ 
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Allen looked at her in surprise, “That's am: 
ing! Then maybe you can tell me.” ; 
Robbie didn’t understand at first. “Tell yor Allen waved at Manfred, “I'm watching, 
what?” ” 
“Tell me how I'm feeling, of course. You said. UN) 10 glanced at Manfred, looking so prim 
you could.” Allen gazed at her intently. “Es- J 94 proper in the headgear and holding the bat. 
i weird feeling I get when I walk up_ "V've got another piece of advice,” she whis- 
to the plate now, My palms get all wet, and | fered to Allen. 
feel like I'm shaking, but it’s only inside.” “What?” . 
“You're nervous,” Robbie said, feeling even "Never," Robbie said, “ask your parents 
worse. 


ivice about sports.” 7 ‘ 
jahat’s what Manfred said.” Allen paused, "Why? They'te there to lead and guide their 
thinking. “It’s a new experience, 


(eoney 


*Watch me, Allen,” Manfred called, “You're 
Hot paying attention.” 


Ts there any yhildren. Manfred is training himself to fulfill 
Suse sont ee fccceion fore sand hee working very 
“Just forget what I said,” Robbie told him, Ward at it.” 


hoping that since he was Allen and alien, there “| know,” Robbie replied, “I've seen him. He 
might be some way he could, 


lly cares about you. But a lot of parents seem 
(Okay, Vl forget about it," he said, ib anseyouitulioevtcytitng vetced iad they 
“You can do that?” Robbie asked, wr got the chance to. Don’t get bummed if 
He shrugged. “Why not? It requires effort to 


fantred does too.” 7 Hy 
think about something. It shouldn't tequire any Allen looked doubtful. “You really think so? 
more effort not to think about it.!’ 


“Remember how it is at the Little League 
Robbie felt that she'd been given a reprieve, park?” Robbie asked. “The way the parents 
Allen being Allen, he probably could simply not always yelling at their kids, the other kids, 
think about it and go back to doing what he the umpires?” 
could do. “Well, I’d better g0 home if I'm goi “Yen.” 
to cook dinner. Maybe we can play a little catch | ‘That happens in our league, too, You just 
in the backyard later.” HU noticed it because not as many parents 
“That sounds good.” ithe: games when their kids are’ our age. 


“ = @ ‘ 


Loony 


tuble. “Garlic bread, and the table's already set, 
400, You've really worked hard.” 
: "Yeah." After the day I’ve had, Robbie 
, thought, you don’t know how much I appreci- 
rire heer oe bad thing?” jie a compliment, 
“I do,” Allen told iz nnits)y! ‘Trust me.” “Dad! Hey, Dad,” Josh sprinted into the room, 
She " clutching a fistful of comics. “You know the 
shouldn't, comics convention you said I could go to this 
and I hurt weekend? The guys at the comics store offered 
me a job helping out at one of the tables. 
They're going to let me into the conventions for 
{ree and pay me for the hours I work, If that’s 
| Thivock: thwock, thwoek| okay with You.” 
Ree told him good-bye Ken nodded. “It’s fine with me, but you're 
tl loor. When she started. oing to have to arrange your own transporta- 
4s troubled as she had. tion, I'm going to be busy this weekend coach- 
ing Robbie's softball team during the tourna- 
ment.” 


hat smells good.” Ki 
the kitchen with his parce one 
He was tall and dark-haired with a sprii k : 
fan still dressed in the slacks, shirt, and 

ed worn to work. He put his briefcase on 


GHAPTER 


D 


=> 


“Whart* Robbi i 
shantoteatich Sees oy Soo 
Ken looked puzzled. “You hadn’t heard? 1 


the ¢ 
speuekt people at school would be talking about 


“V1 just leave the two of 
. ‘) BEN “ id 
cad quickly, excusing SES eaeen 
ks ic looked at her dad, As ’ 
LG ae 
9 you mean you're going to be elpi 
epee aus the eo ee 
t made Robbie anxious. She'd 
favolyed wich the softball team. only, beaiil 
her friends needed another ied ae 
aybe it wouldn't have been i 
Meee ci beentioomitedia Re aie 


Loony 


she and Brad showed any interest in each other, 
Jinw weirded out was her dad going to be? His 
jnvolvement with the team might even keep 
Higad from talking to her. 

in a way, her dad maybe being there was a 
yolief, but she kind of wanted a chance to see 
what it would be like to just get to know Brad 
hotter. “I knew the coach’s assistant was going 
to be on vacation this weekend.” 

No," Ken said. “I mean I'm going 1 be 
coaching. Coach Iverson’s father had to have 
wmergency surgery yesterday, so she flew to Los 
Angeles to be with him. She won't be back until 
next week.” 

“And she couldn't find anyone else?” Robbie 
wsked. 

don’t know. I didn’t ask why she didn’t ask 
someone else. 1 just said okay.” Blinking in 
bewilderment, Ken looked at her. “I’m getting 
the impression you're not too comfortable with 
ine accepting her offer.” 

“{t probably just came out wrong.” Robbie 
scooped the pasta g dish and put it 
on the table. She about talk- 
‘ny to her dad about boys. 
gway for the day-to-day t] 
probably notice her interest in 

Hyg just kind of surprised, you know?” 

*“Goach Iverson knows I played college base- 
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ball and softball. 

Josh play in the sprite fhe, game. Watchingl Iverson my word I'd coach the Bombers through 
in the sport again, Malle mi SAH aed pp cournaments! 

cine playing.” € realize how much what's... that's just—great, Dad,” Robbie 

“They have adi 3 ype faltered. She forced a smile, 

Nat gues, Dad” Robbie sugdl Who knows?” Ken asked. “Maybe well win 
eT jhe tournament and get to give Coach Iverson a 
jrophy when she comes back.” 

“Yeah,” Robbie said, Allen's in a batting 
slump, and my dad is coaching the team while 
| try to figure out how I feel about Brad 
Templeton. 

“'m going to wash up and get ready for din- 
wer.” Ken left the kitchen, calling Josh from the 
living room and telling him to go get cleaned up 
py well. 

Robbie folded her arms across her chest and 
- slumped against the counter. Why can’t some of 

But they this be easy? 
his week- 


Leoncy 


sure, There 
alk to about 


“I don't have time for league games,” he told 


her. “Not with the schedule | keep. I'd miss) 


more games than I'd 't 
a eee eee You can’t let the 
“1 know.” 


During dinner, Allen sensed the tension 
jetween Robbie and her dad. Both of them were 
= quieter than normal. He eae understand it, 
en smiled wit He concentrated on eating the spaghetti, twist- 
thanks, Robbie. 1 es Aaporceped fn it onto his fork in dozens of different geo- 
hectic as things sometimes wet oe but as tric forms from Phraxyan geometry. Then he 

“1 know. That’s why yeuke sate hard,’ »ikod on Rigellian constellations. 
weekend instead of cosching "nn © Pia this Josh, however, had no problem with his share 
“Not this weekend, Recbi the conversation or with taking up the slack 
pave gana (hy the others. Allen learned about Enigma 


« © Ouse 
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Man—at least aby 
learned about so fe Beaver 
for Vince and Neal 
After dinner, 
retreated to hi: 


room, 


"You're going to love thi " 
promised as he fed a cassette inte the Yer, 0 
eens Sr B tte into the VCR. 

hands, looking. at 


image of the hero o; 


“Enigma Man?” Allen asked. 

“Yeah,” Josh said, flopping ac 

ms h said, ig across the couch. 
peg Ghapters,”” Allen read from the back of eh 

ox. “I thought only books had chapters.” 

Josh shook his head. “Back when these fil 
were made, there wasn’t any television. Ki 
went to Saturday afternoon matinees 
watched movies about Zorro, Superman, 
other heroes. They didn’t show the whole 
movie at one time—usually on! 
fifteensminute episodes, which tee 
chapters. I looked it up on the Net,” 


tooncy 


Allen watched the tape as it started. The 
Wuusic was overly dramatic. Then the film 
suurted—in black and white. “Isn’t this sup- 
owed to bein color?” he asked. 

“Shhh,” Josh said, “This was made in black 
‘yn white. They didn’t have color back then.” 

“Oh.” Allen watched the opening credits, 
then the story started with a voice-over. 

“Our story begins dramatically,” the an- 
jouncer said dramatically, “at a secret govern- 
jnent installation located somewhere within the 
United States of America, where a top-secret 

is about to come to fruition. But even 

years of secret testing and hypothesizing, 

the scientists involved in the clandestine pro- 

ject can’t begin to imagine how their secret 

wlorts are going to change the life of every man, 
woman, and child on the face of the globe.” 

“Do you get the impression that it was a 
‘werot?” Allen aske« 

“Shhh,” Josh said. 

The scene opened on a room filled with labo- 

wry and clectronic equipment, One entire 

wil was filled with vacuum tubes and what 
ved to be an ancient precursor to the com- 

; Two men in white lab coats rushed 
vid adjusting dials as big as pie plates on 
«iware and talking to each other in whis- 

_ A grizeled general in a military uniform 
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looked on, che erately on a itary general. He sp 
\ ‘wing delib 
rately o1 hu; He m 


aay " Wigh, shrill squeaks. 
ack a "guess that’s supposed to be an alien lan- 
ome monsten® yuayc,’ Josh commented. 
: VActually," Allen said, “it is an alien lan- 
yuage. He said, ‘This is Zheliz, I've inadver- 
{ently arrived on the third planet of Solar 
System 22,541 in the Milky Way Galaxy, as it's 
Known to the local inhabitants. I'll await inva- 
sion forces.” 

Josh looked at him, the story on the television 
forgotten. “What?” 


(eoncy 


“Even a coy 
removed on th 
Allen nodded, 
Storage capabilit 
affecting playbai 
playback capa 
hand filled wit 


4 d ‘ 
to the moon sneead telenerted Raia 
Man to Earth. When hea 
peared in a cloud M1 she hoped her feelings would sort them- 


white smoke, Eni; 
n y igma Man was in 


me ® @—| 
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eee eae sin over fifty years old. Don’t you think if a 
Keeps you baat doing okay. 1 know work I fialhian invasion force had heard that invita- 
pee hicetie. 'y and things can sometimes i they'd have been here now?” 

Things around he; Josh was on his knees on the bed, knotted up in 
Trasfactnthewen ats Bet pretty hectic, too, lwlief. He didn’t see how Allen could be so 
confusing, y're kind of hectic now. And Imm. “I don’t know. We're a few solar systems 


‘Wer. Maybe it takes a while for them to get here.” 
Allen shook his head. “Weeks, maybe, but not 
‘d written, taking ¢ rs. The Ralthians mastered plus-light speeds. 
again, That had cos Jong, with other things.” 
"Other things?” Josh glanced at the televi- 
ie His enthusiasm for the show seemed to 
ye melted away. 
for a time they were allied with the 
ykloids,” Allen said, “Possibly they are again. 
kloids have a tendency never to let you 
ow what they're planning.” 
"So you're saying we shouldn't panic,” Josh 
¥ i 
‘We need to tell Robbie,” Josh said, MWefinitely not.” 
ss | \ o ly not. 
Rophen, thought about that. “Then what should we do?” 
ha acs in @ good mood ; “Low's finish watching the film,” Allen sug- 
Vn ted, “There could be some information here 
Josh squeaked. “We just heard could obtain. ’'m particularly interested in 
lounce he was wait this actor came to speak Ralthian. Accented 
ian, true, but Ralthian all the same.”" 
reflected for a moment. “The script. It 
jo be in the script. Roll the tape back and 
‘gee Who wrote it.” 


She read over what she’ 
time to underline “and” 


uch did she want 

rest in Bead Templeton. "2 
the end of her pen, she tried hi 
out. What she definitely didn 
er problem dropped in her lap. 


about her inte: 

Chewing on 
to figure it all 
need was anoth 


“Josh, calm down,” Allen advi 
s im down, advised, poi 
the film Spinning across the television 


me a 


tooncy 
4 project, he can be a real take-charge kind 
of guy. The last thing I want him to take 
charge of is my softball games, 


; The phone rang, interrupting the flow of 
Auictly. “Hel” lohbie’s thoughts. She was very aware she hadn't 
Wntioned Brad or Allen yet. She put the pen and 


"Riley Dalton,” Josh b 
the guy who created ra Saas 


“Evidently he kne ‘ 
‘Botha . Apes *0 speak Ralthian.MM jy! away and reached for the phone. “Hello.” 


Allen shook * “Hey,” Erika said, “catch you at a bad time?” 
centrated on the aa ‘Ton’ know. Hika was one of her best friends at school. 
again on the secret doin She'd taken a job for the summer that kept her 
tory in the secret locatioy fiom playing softball with the team. 

‘ “No, [was just writing a letter to my mom.” 

Robbie conti: ‘Is everything okay?” 

ontinued her note, "Sure," Robbie sa leaning back against the 
Tonight Dad t wadboard. “If you call hurting the feelings of 
coach ; Hhe of my best friends and finding out that my 
ii il is going to be coaching my team over the 

Weekend okay.” 
ek! This sounds like a double-dip Rocky 

jul moment.” 


sick. I didn 
had a father, 


i last night. I didn’t get a chance to hang 

inl, Hut 1 want to know about the shortstop.” 

Hvad?” Robbie got a little tense. If Erika was 
ted in Brad, things were really getting 
| Not that she’d have blamed Erika. 
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“Is that his name?” 

"Yes," " 
“He's gorgeous. I can’t believe you've b 


keeping him a secret.” 


“All you had to do was come to the by 
games,” Robbie stated. 


“So tell me, is Brad seeing anybody?” 
“No. Not as far as I've heard,” 


“That's what I figured,” Erika said, “after 


“Oh, yeah. Big-time,”” 
“Did Brad notice?” 


“Robbie,” Erika said, “there was no escapi 
it’ 

Feeling her throat go thick, Robbie forced 
question out and tried to sound casual. “So. 
Brad act interested in Sheena?” 

“Maybe a little. But Sheena is Sheena, For 
uy not to notice her he'd have to be dead.” 

“Right.” Robbie looked down at her lett 
feeling worse than ever. If Sheena was i 


ested in Brad, he would never even notice 
Robbie was alive, 


GHAPIER 


6 


~~) 


i i half over, 
time the first movie was 
ay tha relaxed somewhat. It an bon 
‘ peec! 
here hadn't been any oh pee pies 
jon language. Knowing that over fifty years 
sed since the film was made 
oP nest severe by Ralthian hordes also 
Ps to be just 
| Man, though, had proven ye ju 
4 nr eciyite In the serial Eee eee 
overnment agents kept 
nalven exietly what the hero was and 
¢ he came from. be 
is which possibility was true? Allen aed 
w end of the first movie. area ce 
Jedd from the ethereal energies in t) co S 
1 Was he brought back from the futur 
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Josh searched the collection of electronic 
Wiring, components, and vacuum tubes, “What?” 
‘There!” Allen placed his finger on the 
Wreen. “This! This is trouble!” 

What is it?” Josh leaned forward, trying to 
et a better view. 

“A Ralthian Brain Bender,” Allen said, “The 
Halthians have used it in the past to take over 
Whole planets. They created a universal mind- 
fontrol device that allowed them to take over 
the minds of their victims and even to steal 
their memories and put them in other Ralthians 
Who passed themselves off as those people.” 

“But that device is just a movie prop,” Josh 
Plotested, 

Allen shook his head confidently. “1 recognize 
t for what it is, so I have to ask myself why 
Wiyone would go to so much trouble to con- 


Hin Bender is standard equipment.” 

"Tb take over the planet?” 

"Mf that's what they had in mind.” 

* What docs a Brain Bender do?” 

‘A perion who's exposed to it can be repro- 
ined,” Allen explained, “to think any way, 
lieve in anything, It reroutes memory and 
Hon, straining it through new persona 


a 


TH8 JOURNBY OF ALLEN BTRANOB 


Twisting the possibilities a1 
Josh said, “This is bad. This i 


“If there was a real Ralthian around, I don't 


ae let the Brain Bender be thrown out 


Josh found the flyer Vince had inclu 
the Enigma Man stuff. He pulled it a 
ning the lines of type quickly. “Here it isl!” 
turned the paper to show Allen, “They're 
to have a charity auction during the conve 


teoncy 


And some of the items being auctioned off are 
tnovie props from the old Enigma Man serials.” 

“The Brain Bender could be there,” Allen 
guid, “We have to go to that convention and to 
that charity auction.” 

“We will,” Josh said, His mind was whirring 
with possibilities. “After all, we're going to be 
working there this weekend,” 

“We also need to tell Robbie,” Allen said, 

Josh agreed. At another time he might have 
jiolerred to keep it their secret. After all, he'd 
iliyeovered Enigma Man. But Robbie was pretty 
‘lever, and Josh had the fecling they might 
Already be in over their heads. 

specially against a Ralthian plot of world 
ymination that had been in effect for over fifty 
ne, 


Robbie couldn't believe it. Along with every- 
ny, she was already worried about, she had to 
{9 Ralthian plot for world domination into 
mix, The sad part is, she thought, an alien 
4 for world domination sounds more like 
thing [can deal with, 
kay,” she forced herself to say calmly to 
4) and Josh, “I can see where you might 
some concern about a tape with Ralthian 
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“No,” Allen said, “But they can disguise 


themselves in a number of different ways, You, 


Roald be looking right at one oS never know, 


Leoncy 


ie i Wrote the Enigma Man comics,” Josh 
crisis more ea: : id 
for Brad, 


erie ; juin't there a museum or something about 
yemcc sop inic-book writers? A hall of farmer” 
r a Not that I know of.” 
Robbie considered that, trying not to think too 
Hh about her feelings for Brad and about hoo 
ack over erect It all made sense, g Ml coaching the team. Still, she had ty wonder 
Man Ver this again. Tell me Hat would happen if her dad noticed she was 
: Hirested in Brad. They hadn‘e talked too mec 
Wut things like that. Her dad was cool about 
0! things, but she Wasn't ready for that, 
j hat about the Internet?” she asked. “Have 
‘ried to find out what you could there?” 
UNC No. Vince and Neal told me there wasn’t 
“Orin the comics?” ayn the Net, 
sedGth shook his head, “Not in any of them 1 sidered their 
So far.” rs 
nee Her at dealing with al 
‘Bt you haven't finished reading them?” Bvlth boy problems, 
inks" Robbie said, “That's one of the fin ; 
ngs you and Allen need to do, When youl} 
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Allen nodded. 

“Yeah, but what are we going to do with it 
when we find it?” Josh asketl. 

Robbie gave him a smile, feeling more confi- 
dent about a potential planet-size problem tl 
she did about handling the situation with Brad. 
“We'll think of something.” 


across the dusty infield. She wore sweats ani 
had her hair tied back. 

Brad Templeton moved with the skill of 
dancer, exploding out of deep short to chai 
the grounder. There were no runners on 
bags, because the Bombers didn’t have any ext 
players. 

“Move the ball, move the ball!” Ken St 
venson yelled from the batter's box. 

Brad caught the softball expertly in his 
then hurled it toward Robbie. 

Despite the heat of the evening and the 
that the humidity left her covered in lays 
sweat and dust, Robbie felt the adrenaline hit! 
system. She caught the ball and slammed | 
foot down on the third-base bag. Whit 
arm back, she threw the ball hard to second 


LBOAGY 

Amber Timmons caught the ball, having to 
as out far to get it. Then she pushed off her 
hag and flipped the ball to Matt Pressley on first 
hase. The ball smacked into the first baseman’s 
glove with a leathery thud that echoed over the 

all field. 
: ToL RObbIE only had eyes for Brad Templeton. 
She tried to keep glancing away, just knowing 
her father was going to catch her looking at 


ad cheered. He pumped his 
rig .s in a sign of victory: 
He smil 
Oh, man, 
ing away again b 


shorts. His arms ani : 
vherry underglow from being out 
y. His brown hair had blond 
Wy eyes were a perfect cerulean blue. He was a 
wnior. He worked a weekend job for a roofing 
yntractor. 
“Way to go,’ 
yessed in a 
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a good dig coming up on that ball the way yo lithe 
did, Brad, Aggressive, that’s the way to play thi Back at the Stevenson household, Josh 
game.” searched the Internet, bobbing and weaving 

“Thanks, Coach.” between the search engines and Web pages like 

Robbie didn’t like the way Brad seemed to eat a fighter pilot. He moved the cursor with the 
up the praise from her dad. If Brad got a lot of mouse, clicking and double-clicking as he dug 
attention from her dad, there was an even through the fields. 
greater chance he'd notice she was interested in. He'd had difficulty getting to sleep last night, 
Brad, Maybe interested. She wished she knew, Of all the weird situations that having Allen in 
She turned her attention back to her dad whe his life had brought, the puzzle of Enigma Man 
he called her name. was absolutely one of the coolest. 

“Robbie,” Ken said, “when you get a force Easy, easy, he chided himself. He used the 
out at third, make the tag on the base and cl keyboard now, entering data rapidly. You're way 
the bag, Don’t make your throw from the ba; past the safety zone. ; 
You're leaving yourself open as a target.” There hadn’t been any information on 

Robbie felt embarrassment flame her cheel Enigma Man on the regular boards, just as 
and the back of her neck. She was a good thi Vince and Neal had told him. The closest thing 
baseman, and she'd earned that position. Shi he'd found was an auction Website offering 
couldn’t believe how much watching Brad coul two back issues of the original Enigma Man 
throw off her game. comics run. He’d downloaded the cover files to 

Ken grabbed another ball. “Back to your look at later. 
tions. Let's try it again.” However, as gifted as he was with the com- 

Robbie played deep behind third, coverin, puter and having as many friends on various 
the baseline, And she tried not to be conspiracy sites as he did, Josh didn’t have to 
obvious about watching Brad play. Trying auy with all the easy-to-reach places. Cur- 
distract herself, she thought about Ralthian yently, he'd hit a black board that contained 
taking over the planet with Brain Benders, {ntoads to information gatherers used by a num- 
didn’t help much. her of clandestine government agencies. One of 
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those users, he'd discovered, was ARC, He'd 
hacked into some of their information supply 
sites before and recognized the postings. 

Once he was past all the familiar fire walls 
and server protection packages, he dived into 
the computer records. Entering “Enigma Man” 
brought up a half-dozen references in as many 
seconds, 

Josh blinked at the screen as the text and 
Pictures downloaded. His eyes ached from too 
little sleep last night and too much screen. 
watching. He sipped the chocolate milk he'd 
poured earlier, but found it had almost reached 
room temperature, Ugh/ 

The files on Enigma Man were decades old. 
They'd been collated on a database in the late 
1960s from files that had originated in the 
1940s. Someone's been watching Enigma Man 
fora long time. 

Someone was still watching. As soon as Josh 
isolated the files he wanted, he started download- 
ing. He had almost finished when a red light sud- 
denly flared to life on the ‘computer screen. 

He’d programmed the warning himself, to let 
him know when someone was attempting to 
trace him. Oh, man, this is so uncool, Josh} 
Anyone tracing him from the black board would 
‘only bring trouble. 


Looney 
He tapped the computer keyboard, unleashing 
a trace-back program that he'd borrowed from 
one of his hacker buds. Then his fingers de- 
scended on the keyboard, punching out counter- 
commands to get him off the hidden Website, 
hoping he'd be in time. 
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Is everything going okay out there, Robbie?” 
Robbie sat on the bench in the dugout and 
mopped her face with a towel from her gym bag. 
The heat trapped inside the structure even in 
the evening was incredible, She looked up at her 
|, who was standin; th i 
posi ME g on the steps looking out 
The softball field butted onto three other 
playing areas in the park, and she saw the out- 
elder in the adjacent field raci 
ae i jeld racing after a long 
“Everything's fine, Dad,” she answered. Had 
he noticed the way she was watching Brad? 
Ken nodded, but it was the kind of nod 
told Robbie she'd been busted. Her father 
the toe of his shoe in the dirt spilling over onto 


Looney 


the concrete steps, “You're not acting as if 
everything's fine.” 

‘im just a little nervous about the tourna: 
ment this weekend,” Robbie said, hoping to 
deflect the conversation from what she was 
thinking, 

Thefs's no reason to be. We'll go out there 
and haye a good time: ‘That's all that matters. 
Right?” 

“Yes,” 

Refore either of them could say anything 
more, Brad heaved himself into the dugout and 
Sprawled ina prone position on the bench. 
“Man, now that was 4 workout,” he groaned. 

We're not done yet,” Ken said. “We've got 
another half hour or so of daylight. Let's get 
some use out of it.” He headed back out onto 
the field, blowing his whistle to end the short 
break they'd all taken. 

Brad sat up on the bench with effort, “I'm 
going to be digging grounders out of the dirt in 
my sleep tonight. But I like your dad's enthusi- 
‘asm, He really loves the game, huh?” 

“Yeah,” Robbie said. She walked back to third 
base and settled in. 

Before Brad reached short, Sheena came off 

ound to talk briefly with him. 
cheerleaders, Sheena was got 
tanned, and fit for the summer. Her 
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strawberry-blond hair gleamed in the sunlight: 
She said something to make Brad laugh. Robbie 
tried to overhear, but she caught only Brad’s 
promise to call Sheena later. 

Robbie felt bummed, Sheena didn’t have any 
problem at all figuring out how interested she 
was in Brad. Or what she was going to do about 
it. Robbie didn’t think things could get any 
worse. 

“Batting practice,” Ken called out. “C’mon, 
Allen, get up to the plate.” 

Glancing out to right field, Robbie watched 
Allen come out of right field. He jogged, but he 
wasn't smiling as usual. 

Okay, Robbie thought, maybe it can get 
worse, Watching Allen struggle at bat was going 
to make her feel responsible all over again. She 
crossed her fingers and hoped that he'd hit. 


Josh entered more commands on the key- 
board. One of the special data packages he'd got- 
ten from his hacker friends’ included rerouting 
programming that fooled most trace-backs. He 
hoped it would work with this one. 

In seconds the trace-back dumped his pur. 
suers off at the public library's computer’ ii 
someplace called Motley, Minnesota. His 0% 
tracing program identified the trace-back’ 


Leoney 
any more specific than that. But he knew ARC 
kept facilities around the NORAD defense sys- 
tems located there. The North American Acro- 
space Defense Command had been involved in 
secret work for decades. 

He shut the computer down, his hands shak- 
ing and his breath coming in short gasps. “Ob, 
man, oh, man,” he whispered, trying not to 
think about how close he'd come to getting dis- 
covered, And if ARC had found him, they'd 
have descended on the Stevenson home in black 
helicopters and spirited the whole family away. 

Settling down somewhat, he went back to the 
keyboard. He tapped in commands and brought 
up the files he'd captured. He started reading, 
trying to find whatever it was that ARC had 
found so interesting about Enigma Man. 


“Keep your eye on the ball, Allen.” 

Allen nodded to Ken, dropping into his 
stance. He kept the bat cocked over his right 
shoulder. The butterflies had returned to his 
stomach. His palms were so wet the metal bat 
felt slippery. 

“You can do it, Allen,” Manfred called from 
behind the backstop. “Keep: your hands 
together, Eye on the ball.’ 

Allen had brought his'dad to practice for extra 
support, but instead Manfred made the butterfly 
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sensation even stronger. Allen focused on 
Sheena as she started her windup. 

The ball came speeding toward the plate, 
Allen waited, judging the distance, then 
judged it again, not certain of himself. By that 
time it was too late. He swung, but the ball had 
already gone by, He heard it smack into the 
catcher’s glove and felt absolutely terrible. Why 
couldn’t he hit? 

"That's all right,” Manfred said, clapping. 
“Good swing! ‘That was a good swing.” 

Allen raised his bat again and got ready for 
the next pitch. J¢’s just a slow-moving spheroid, 
he told himself. A quick lesson in geometry and 
physics. The coefficient of friction created in 
the atmosphere when I swing the bat isn't 
enough to affect the outcome, 

Although his attention was on the ball, he 
was also thinking about the Ralthian Brain 
Bender. He wondered if Josh had found out any- 
thing in his research. 

With a quick explosion of movement, Sheena 
threw the ball again. 

Allen watched the ball grow larger as it hurtled. 
toward him: He swung hard, cutting just ahead 
the ball and missing again. He swallowed 
and felt even less confident. Whatever little 
ting ability he'd had before with his hn 
reflexes seemed to be totally gone now. 


tooncy 


Reluctantly he assumed his stance beside the 
plate again, 


“Allen's really trying to hit the ball,” Manfred 
said, 

“ know," Ken said. “Maybe he’s struggling 
too hard.” 

Robbie overheard Manfred’s conversation with 
her father while she was stowing gear in the 
family car, She hesitated, knowing neither one of 
them knew she was there, At the same time, she 
felt incredibly guilty because she was aware she 
was the major cause of Allen’s present batting 
slump, She watched them through the rearview 


“{ took Allen to the batting cages,” Manfred 
went on. “But I had more luck hitting the ball 
out there than he did.” He shrugged. “It seems 
so easy,” 

Ken nodded. “It can be. When you're in the 
groove, Allen just hasn't dropped into his yet.” 

“I've never coached anybody before,” Manfred 
said. “Not even Allen.” 

“He's never played sports before?”” 

“Not that I know of,’ Manfred answered hon- 
estly. ; tn 

Robbie studied her father’s face in the -rear- 
view mirror, wondering if he'd caught Manfred’s 
slip. Manfred hadn’t been Allen’s dad long and 
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probably knew even less about Allen’s life than 
she and Josh did. 

"He's too intense,” Ken said. “He's forgetting 
this is supposed to be fun.” 

“T encourage him,” Manfred replied. “And I 
tell him that it's okay, just to try his best. 
However, my presence seems to indicate that 
his ability to hit is of some major importance.” 

“Otherwise, why would you be there?” 

Manfred nodded, a carefully measured move- 
ment. “You see the problem?” 

Ken rubbed the back of his neck. “I've been 
there a time or two, You see, one of the hardest 
things for parents to do is get involved with 
their kids’ sports activities. Yet if you're inter- 
ested in your kid, how can you not be?” 

“I find myself uniquely interested in Allen's 
performance,” Manfred said. “And I know it 
shouldn't matter so much.” 

“Yeah, well, you're like any other father who 
really cares about his son. or daughter,” Ken 
said. “Allen’s stance is pretty good, but he’s a 
little weak on his follow-through. Have you 
worked with him on it?!’ 

Manfred shook his head. “I don’t even know 
what a follow-through is. I watched ESPN and 
picked up on the most obvious adjustments— 
choke up on the bat, keep the bat up, that sort 
of thing.” 


ogacy 


“You've never played baseball?” 

“No. I'm more familiar with tennis. A nat- 
ural, I guess you could say." 

Robbie remembered that when they got the 
mannequin Manfred had been dressed in tennis 
wear and holding a racquet. 

“Fine,” Ken said. “We can work with that, 
Sometimes it’s harder to coach something that 
comes naturally to you, Have Allen hold the bat 
in a way that feels natural to him. Tell him to 
rest his weight on his right foot, Have him 
imagine that his left foot is on an eggshell— 
without breaking it. Then, when he swings, 
have him step on that eggshell and crush it, 
grinding it, like he would a bug.” He demon- 
strated the swing, moving slowly so Manfred 
could watch his feet. 

“Oh,” Manfred said, “I don’t know if Allen 
will like the comparison.” 

“Probably not,” Mr. Stevenson agreed. “Think 
of some other way to state it. But get him to go 
through the motions, Once he gets that down, 
all he has to do is concentrate on the ball and let 
the swing take care of itself.” 

“And this will “Hees Allen?” Manfred asked. 
“This crushing of an imaginary eggshell and 
squashing of an imaginary insect?” 

Ken hesitated. “It doesn’t sound so good when 
you put it like that. But, yeah, it really works.” 
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“Good.” Manfred smiled, “I appreciate your 
time.” 

“No problem. I just. wish I had an easy solu- 
tion to my own problem.” 

“What problem is that?” 

“I don’t think Robbie’s too keen on the idea of 
me coaching the team.” 

That's not true! Robbie thought, She didn’t 
know how’ she was going to explain that with- 
out mentioning Brad. 

“Well, I'm no expert,” Manfred said, “but I 
know that young people Robbie's age need their 
own space. They need the freedom to create 
their own image, to find their place in the world, 
to make mistakes while enjoying the security of 
a stable home, and to test their own boundaries 
in today's ever-changing, high-pressure society.’ 

“Wow,” Ken said. “I didn’t realize you knew 
so much about the teenage psyche.” 

"| don't," Manfred replied, “but 1 watch a lot 
of television,” 

“You're joking, right?” 

Manfred shook his head. “No.” 

“Hey, Dad," Allen said, coming up from the 
dugout with his bat bag slung over his shoulder. 
The conyersation between the fathers ended 
before Ken could continue his line of question 
ing. He evidently decided to change the subject 
now that Allen was there. 


Loonoy 

“L really enjoyed our talk,” Ken told Manfred, 
“We should do this more often.” 

Manfred agreed. Allen took him by the arm 
and started leading him away. 

“In fact,” Ken said, “I'm short an assistant 
coach for the tournament, Want the job?” 

“Sure,” Manfred said. “I'd love to help out.” 

Robbie groaned. The last thing they needed 
for the weekend was her dad’ spending quality 
time with Allen's dad, There was no telling 
what secrets were going to come spilling out. 

Before the worry could really set in, though, 
she spotted Brad opening his car door for 
Sheena, Once she was in, Brad trotted around 
the car and slid behind the wheel, They were 
gone in an instant, and Robbie's mood shifted 
immediately from worry to gloom. Simple 
crushes didn’t have this effect, did they? 


“ARC has been checking up on Riley Dalton 
since the 1940s?” Allen asked. He sat on the cir- 
cular bench surrounding a Japanese maple 
inside the mall. Printouts from the files Josh 
had found lay scattered around him and Robbie 
as they studied them. 

"Yep,’’ Josh answered. He tossed a green sour 
anple jelly bean high into the airand caught it 
in his mouth. 

‘The mall was filled with kids and moms out 
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shopping for last-minute Father's Day gifts. 
Ken had brought the boys to the mall while he 
picked up the coach's jersey he’d ordered for 
the tournament. The family had eaten dinner 
at the food court, and Ken had treated Allen as 
well 

“Why was ARC interested in Riley Dalton?” 
Allen asked, He was intrigued by the informa- 
tion Josh had gathered on Enigma Man’s creator. 

“{ don't know.” Josh sent another jelly bean 
flying, then caught it with practiced ease. 
“Judging from the size of that file and knowing 
that ARC hung on to it, I guess they must have 
been very interested in him.” 

“What about Hector Dalton?” Robbie asked. 
Hector was Riley's grandson. At least that was 
what the documentation showed. 

“They've kept an eye on Hector, too,” Josh 
answered. “Check out the end of the file.” 

Allen and Robbie leafed through the sheets. 
‘The printouts of Riley Dalton were in black and 
white, while the pictures of Hector Dalton were 
in color, Riley Dalton was photographed as a 
hatchet-faced ‘man in his late thirties with 4 
pencil-thin mustache and short hair. The: pic- 
ture had been taken on the set of one of the 
Enigma Man serials. 

When Hector Dalton was photographed, he 
was in his early twenties with a shaved head, 
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earring studs, and a goatee. He was wearing 
black jeans and a black T-shirt with a lithograph 
of the new Enigma Man on it, The picture was 
taken overlooking a beach. 

“Those two guys don’t look that much alike,” 
Robbie said. “Are you sure he’s a Ralthian?” 

‘“Ralthians are masters of disguise,” Allen 
replied. “I don't normally look like this either. 
‘And they're even better than Xelans at blending 
in, You have to remember, a Ralthian’s sole pur- 
pose is to conduct espionage and to maintain 
secrecy. They know how not to draw attention 
to themselves.” 

“But this guy did.” 

“Not enough," Allen said, “or ARC would 
have locked him up.” 

“Maybe they tried.” 

“That's not mentioned in the report.” 

“ARC probably buries its failures,” Josh said. 

All three of them looked at each other. 

“Forget I said that,” Josh said. “That's just too 
creepy.” 

“Efow has the Ralthian managed to evade 
ARC and the other government agencies?” 
Allen asked. 

“Maybe you're wrong,” Josh said. “Maybe 
this guy’s not a Ralthian after all.” 

“| know what I saw,” Allen said softly. Just 
like I saw those pitches this afternoon—and 
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couldn't hit them no matter how hard I tried. 
“And maybe he's not.” 

Josh looked at him, puzzled, “When it comes 
to stuff like this, you're never wrong.” 

“You're doubting me. It’s kind of making me 
doubt myself.” Allen patted his stomach. “I'm 
getting that butterfly feeling again.” 

“'m playing sounding board,” Josh said, “You 
doubting yourself is something I haven't seen 
before,” 

“I’m in a slump." 

“At batting,” Robbie corrected. “Not at alien 
hunting,” 

Allen shrugged. “Fifty years is a long time for 
a Ralthian to sit by and do nothing.” 

“Unless he was ordered to,” Josh said. 

“True.” 

Robbie tapped the pictures, “We need to find 
out.” 


CHAPTER 
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FAobbie powered up the computer in the 
Stevenson living room, then double-clicked on 
the mail icon, There was a message from her 
mom. 


Dear Robbie, 

Sorry to hear you're having such a rough 
time. Things seldom happen conveniently, 
do they? 

You're right about your dad. He does like 
to get involved in the things you kids do. 
But that’s one of his best features, 

And he’s not like those other parents 
you've seen at the softball games. He gets 
involved in what you and Josh are doing, 
but not to the extent that he places himself 
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first. You guys will always come first, But 
maybe you've figured that out by now. As 
far as coaching goes, he was an excellent 
baseball and softball player, and I'm betting 
he'll be an excellent coach, He might sur- 
prise you, 

And if he doesn’t, if this weekend turns 
out every bit as bad as you think it might, 
remember that he’s your father, He’s not per- 
fect, but I know his heart's in the right place, 

Let me know more about Brad, He sounds 
dreamy! If he’s shy, maybe you should con- 
sider giving him a call instead of waiting for 
him to call you, 

Love, 
Mom 


Robbie closed the mail, saving it to respond to 
ater, then shut down the computer. She glanced 
at the phone, thinking about calling Brad. She'd 
resisted so far, for fear that the conversation 
would be extremely limited: Hi, Brad, it’s 
Robbie. . . . Oh, nothing. I just thought I'd call 
and ask what you and Sheena talked about 
today after practice, 

Unable to stand it any longer, she picked up 
the phone and punched in’ Brad's number. It 
rang three times, and for a moment she thought 
the call might go unanswered. 
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“Hello,” a woman's voice said. 

‘Is Brad there?” Robbie asked. 

“Not right now,” the woman told her. “He's 
out with some of his friends, Is this Sheena?” 

Robbie's heart sank. Now Brad was expecting 
phone calls from Sheena, even telling his 
mother about them. “No, it isn’t. I/ll call back 
some other time. Thanks again.” Before his 
mother could say another word, Robbie broke 
the connection, 

She tried to push Brad out of her head, telling 
herself there was a Ralthian out there with a 
Brain Bender that was definitely more impor- 
tant, But she wished she had someone to talk to 
about her feelings, 

At least she had a full day ahead of her tomor- 
row. She planned to get up early and go to the 
comics convention with Josh and Allen to see 
what they could discover, That would take her 
mind off the Brad thing, wouldn't it? 


“Late night?” 

Josh yawned, a real jaw creaker that he couldn't 
stop even though Freddie was talking to him. He 
covered his mouth with a hand. “Yeah,” he 
groaned. “I'm kind of excited about the conven: 
tion today.” 

Freddie nodded. “Me too.” His long, dark hair 
hung down in his face, but he was already going 
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bald in the front. His face was rectangular and 
pale, his eyes brown and honest. “I got you a 
present.” 

Josh took another bite of a Boston cream 
doughnut from a bag of pastries he’d bought 
that morning, Friday morning had come early, 
blasting through the windows of his room. 
Despite the plans they'd tried to sort out last 
night, they'd come up with nothing solid. And 
the day was going to be hectic, especially for 
Allen and Robbie, who were helping at the con- 
vention as well as playing in the tournament. 

Freddie reached into a small box and whipped 
out a T-shirt. “Ta-dal!” he exclaimed, brandish- 
ing the shirt in front of him. 

The newly revised and revamped Enigma Man 
stood out in neon green and creamy white 
against the black T-shirt. The hero held out a 
palm, stopping a shooting star in its tracks with 
ease. 

“What do you think?” Freddie asked. 

“Totally awesome.” Josh meant it. The shirt 
looked terrific, the art really popping. 

"t's yours,” Freddie said, “compliments of 
Vince and Neal. I've got one too.” He reached 
under the table, pulled out another box,-and 
opened it to reveal at least two dozen Enigmay 
Man action figures. “We get comped' one 
these, but we have to sell the rest of them.” 
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Josh helped Freddie spread the action figures 
out across the table. Racks of comics, with the 
Enigma Man books prominently displayed, 
occupied either side of the display table. They 
pulled out bundles of Enigma Man T-shirts and 
arranged them on the table as well. 

Looking around the big hotel room set aside 
for the hucksters, Josh noted that the Dime 
Heroes tables were the only ones with any mer- 
chandise from the Enigma Man line. Vince and 
Neal had cornered the market. Star Wars and 
Star Trek toys, games, comics, and T-shirts 
warred for space against other licensed and inde- 
pendent properties. For a science-fiction and 
comics buff, coming here was pure adrenaline. 

He gazed again at the Silver Age comics table 
to the right of theirs, He already had his eye on 
a couple of primo issues of Silver Surfer and 
Challengers of the Unknown. He'd brought a 
box of stuff that he hoped to trade during the 
weekend. 

“{ saw the commercial you did for the store," 
Freddie said. 

Josh was lost for a moment, then realized 
Freddie was talking about the footage that had 
been shot at Dime Heroes two days ago. 

“Pretty cool stuff,” Freddie told him. “Vince 
said you were going to have a friend here today. 
In it Allen?” 
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“Allen’s here,’ Josh said. Robbie had left ear- 
lier to get to the opening ceremonies and first 
game on time, because she couldn't move as 
quickly as Allen. She'd asked Josh to make sure 
Allen remained aware of the time. 

Josh checked his: watch. It was 9:22. The 
huckster room would open at ten, and the open- 
ing ceremonies for the Father's Day softball 
tournament would take place in eight minutes. 
Allen's here, but he needs to be gone! Josh won- 
dered if Allen was even aware of the time. And 
where was he? Josh had seen him only minutes 
ago. 


Allen wandered through the hotel hallway, 
astounded by the costumes so many people 
wore, He recognized some of them from Josh's 
comic: books, and others from: movies they'd 
seen together, and still others from television 
shows. 

A barbarian princess with an Ewok on a chain 
walked arm in arm with Spider-Man while a 
young Vulcan in gray robes stepped aside. A 
Klingon in full battle dress leaned against. the. 
wall, one hand resting on the plastic ceremonial 
dagger on his belt. The Klingon compared noted! 
with an Old West bounty hunter about the réaly 
time speed of a 56K modem on a digital phone 
line versus an analog hookup. 4 
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Tt was almost enough to make Allen forget he 
was there to find a Ralthian who'd been living 
as a human for the last fifty years. He wished 
he'd worn a costume, but that would have 
meant deciding on one, and that would have 
been hard because there were so many. 

He worked his way hurriedly through the 
crowd, Josh had learned that Hector Dalton had 
checked into the hotel that morning, but no one 
knew which room. Josh hadn't seen the man at 
all, though he kept hoping he'd stop by the 
Dime Heroes table, 

Without warning, a vibration tingled in 
Allen’s shirt pocket, He reached into his pocket 
and pulled out the pager he and Josh had bor- 
rowed from Ken. It had been broken until Allen 
fixed it. He glanced at the LCD and saw 007 
displayed. That was Josh's number. Robbie's 
was 99, 

Reversing directions, Allen hurried back to 
the huckster room and found Josh putting the 
phone away just as’ the pager buzzed again, 
Allen was in so much of a hurry that he stepped 
in front of a big man dressed in a costume made 
from Styrofoam blocks painted a garish orange, 

“Watch it, kid,” the man warned gruffly. 

“Hey,” Allen said as he walked up to Josh, “I 
know that person. What's his name?” 

Josh looked exasperated. "The Thing.” 


4 eo 


THe JOURNEY OF ALON BTRANOG 


“Yes,” Allen replied, pointed at the orange- 
blocked man striding through the door, “that 
thing." 

“"No,'' Josh explained, “That's the Thing. He’s 
one of the Fantastic Four,” He grabbed Allen by 
the shirtsleeve. “You're going to be late, 
Opening ceremonies, remember?” 

Vaguely, Allen did remember. He checked the 
time. It was 9:28, two minutes before opening 
ceremonies. “Oops,” 

“Yeah, oops,” Josh complained, “If you don’t 
check in on time, you'll be disqualified for the 
weekend.” He glanced around, “We need to get 
you out of here.” 

“Right,” Allen agreed. “I don’t want to let 
Dad down. He's coaching today,” 

“That should be interesting,” Josh said, 

“Hey, Josh,” the other guy behind the table 
called out. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to 
your friend?" 
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“I can do it,’ Allen replied, 

Josh pushed him into the small men’s bath- 
room just ahead of a heavyset man he recog- 
nized from one of the other Delport comics 
shop conventions. “Go,” Josh said. 

“T'll be seen,” Allen said nervously. 

“VL block the door,” Josh promised, “and 
stall.” He closed the door. 

Inside the bathroom, Allen quickly reverted 
to his energy form. Then he flashed through the 
air-conditioning ducts and caromed off the 
walls, 


“Where's Allen?” Brad asked. 

Robbie glanced around nervously, holding her 
baseball cap over her heart. Crowds filled the 
bleachers around the main baseball field, and 
teams in brightly colored uniforms stood at 
attention in rows in the infield. Her dad and 


Allen’s father stood at the head of 
“Freddie, this is Allen/” Josh said, never cede ontaane Manatee aanteltn ie SE 


breaking pace’as he led/Allen toward the alcove Robbie looked at Brad, who stood on the other 
in the back of the big room. “Allen, Freddie. side of Sheena Madden and Teal Schott. She 


You.can/doithe chat\ching later! Ain ; 
‘Allen waved at Freddie, who waved back in page eee vie set 


confusion. Maybe BaiBeem ieee a 
Then Josh had Allen through the doorway at piper hs melt an ern 


the back of the room. “You're going to have to going to be a player short for the tournament. 
hurry if you want to make it,” Josh said. They won't let him sign in later.” 


Ve 
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was ashamed because she'd underestimated 
him. And she had hurt Allen. 
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“T know,” Robbie said helplessly. But she had 
more on her mind than“Allen not showing up 
for the tournament. What if the Ralthian dis- “Well, don’t blame me if he doesn’t show up,” 
covered Josh and Alien? No one connected with Sheena said. “Robbie's the one who told him we 
the Trykloids was a nice person. wanted to replace him.’ 

“Don't worry,” Sheena said as the crackling As the final notes of the national anthem 
PA system blared out “The Star-Spangled drifted over the ballpark, Brad shifted his gaze 
Barnes.” "Even if Allen was Herejwith the way, to Robbie, His eyes hardened. "I can't believe 
he’s been batting lately, it would still only be you did that,"” he said. 
the nine of us against the other teams.” Robbie couldn’t find anything to say. 

Brad shook his head. The disgust he felt was 
obvious. “Allen’s a member of the team, 
Sheena. He’s worked hard to get here, and he’s 
never been late before. He likes playing.” 
“We're not here to play,” Sheena said. “We're 
here to win. I want a trophy. Don’t you?”" 


“Is something wrong with the bathroom?” 
Josh looked up at the heavysct man, but he 
remained where he was, blocking the way into 
the bathroom, “No.” 
“Then maybe you'd like to move out of the 


“Yeah,” Brad said, “but you get a trophy way." 
because you're a team.” Josh scrambled for a reason not to but couldn’t 
“You get a trophy,’ Sheena said, “because you think of one. Reluctantly, he stepped aside. He 
score more runs than any of the'other teams.” hoped Allen had had enough time to make his 


“Personally,” Brad told her in clipped tones, change without being seen. 
“Yd rather be part of a team, to know that I The man went into the room, then stuck his 
stood with somebody for something. And I'm head back out. A surprised look filled his face. 
really sorry to find out that’s the way you feell Busted, Josh thought. He took a deep breath. 
about Allen. Because that’s not what I think.” “Where's that boy who just walked in here?” 
The smile on Sheena’s face tightened. the man asked. 
Robbie felt proud and ashamed all at the Josh glanced past him, at the white tiled floor 
time. She was proud because Brad was mucli and walls of the bathroom. There was no sign of 
more honorable than she'd assumed, and she Allen. He looked back at the man and smiled. 
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“Didn't you recognize him? That was Invisible! 
Lad, You know, from the Galactic Corps."’ 

The man frowned. ’“Yeah, and I'm the 
Incredible Hulk.” 

“{ thought I recognized you," Josh said, walk 
ing away. 

“Wisenheimer,” the man growled, 

Josh checked his watch and saw that it was, 
9:30, He wondered if Allen had made it to the 
ballpark on time. He stopped at a soft drink 
machine long enough to get sodas for Freddie 
and himself, then headed back to the Dime 
Heroes table, 

A small knot of people and cameramen filled 
the center of the huckster room when Josh got 
back. He peered through the crowd, trying to 
sce what the excitement was all about, 

“Hey, man,” Freddie said, “I think this 
Enigma Man stuff is going to go over great.” 

“Why?” Josh handed him the soda and took 

his place behind the table. 

“You know who Phil Berg is?” 

A chill raced across Josh’s shoulders. He wag) 
very familiar with Phil Berg. The host of the 
Watch the Skies program had witnessed part 
Allen’s stranding on Earth, “Yeah.’’ 

‘The crowd parted ‘slightly, and Josh spott 
Phil Berg talking animatedly, loving the at 
tion he was getting. 
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“Vince and Neal invited him to host a tele- 
vised interview later today,” Freddie said, “With 
Judith Heavener and Kyle Wacklin, the stars of 
the old Enigma Man serials.” He patted the 
stack of boxed sets of the movies, 

“I guess that would be pretty interesting,” 
Josh said, 

“You haven't heard the half of it,” Freddie 
told him. “Judith Heavener and Kyle Wacklin 
both say they were abducted by aliens shortly 
after wrapping the Enigma Man episodes, Phil 


Berg's going to talk to them about that during 
the interview.” 


Josh watched, totally stunned, “Won't he be 
interviewing Hector Dalton?” 

“1 don’t know,” Freddie answered. “I've heard 
Dalton’s here, but I don’t know where. It would 
make sense, though, wouldn't it?” 

Josh hoped so, That way he might find the 
enigmatic creator behind Enigma Man. 
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Alien ran out onto the infield clutching the 
tournament registration paper in his fist. Even 
in his energy form, he'd barely made the three: 
minute trip from the convention. The final 
notes of “The Star-Spangled Banner” echoed 
over the infield as he raced through the assem- 
bled teams to join the Bombers. 

“Hi, Mr. Stevenson. Hi, Dad.” 

Both parents turned to look at him. “"Tardiness: 
is not an acceptable quality in a child,” Manfred 
called after him. “Teamwork is the foundation 
of every game. Life's short. Play hard.” 
“Glad you made it, Allen,” Ken said. 
Allen took up a position by Robbie, notici 
at once that she appeared unhappy. “Is somes 
thing wrong?” he asked. 
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Robbie pulled her glove on, avoiding his eyes. 
“Nothing I didn’t deserve,” 

Allen watched her gaze after Brad and figured 
some of the tension must be between the two of 
them, He didn’t have time to think about it 
because the first set of games began. 


“We are very lucky to have with us today 
Hector Dalton, creator of what will undoubt- 
edly be one of the most cosmic superheroes of 
all time. Let's give a big Delport ComiCon 
welcome to Hector Dalton!” Vince's amplified 
voice thundered throughout the huckster 
room. 

Josh watched apprehensively from behind the 
Dime Heroes table. It was two o'clock and sales 
of the Enigma Man merchandise had continued 
to skyrocket in anticipation of Dalton’s arrival. 
The movie room had shown the Enigma Man 
serials that morning, creating even more inter- 
est. And life-size cutouts of Enigma Man occu- 
pied the halls, 

Without preamble, Hector Dalton stepped 
from behind a curtain: near’ the Dime Heroes 
table, He was tall and thin, and he didn’t look 
like an alien at all. He’wore a black goatee and 
shaved his head. Dressed in a dark green oxford 
button-down shirt and jeans, he looked totally 


casual. 
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The crowd surged forward immediately, and 
Dalton appeared delighted. He schmoozed as 
well as any comics guy Josh had ever seen, 
and for a moment Josh really doubted Allen’s 
theory. 

Still, he couldn’t totally abandon Allen’s line 
of thinking, Josh moved closer to Vince. 

“Going great, isn’t it?” Vince asked. 

“Yeah,” Josh replied. “But we're missing 
something.” 

Vince swiveled his sunglasses toward Josh. 
“What?” 

“We need something from the old movie 
serials to advertise the charity auction tomor- 
row," Josh suggested hopefully. Vince and Neal 
had kept the location of the movie props a 
secret. Even with Allen and Robbie helping, 
Josh hadn’t been able to find 3 “J can run and 

et something. It'd be great PR.” 

q Vince nodded “You're right.” He dug in his 
pocket for a key, “Room 314. We've got a couple 
dozen things, mostly gizmos. Grab something 
and get back here.” 

Josh took the key and ran, totally excited. 


By two o'clock the Bombers had won ong) 
pail and lost one to their arch-rivals, 
Crush. Deanna Holtzer’s curve ball was’ wickediy 
Allen had struck out every time despite) 
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Manfred’s encouragement. Currently they were 
one run behind the Magic in the bottom of the 
ninth inning. In a double-elimination tourna- 
ment, if they lost they were out, 

Robbie felt sorry for Allen. Watching the way 
he had walked to the plate each time, she knew 
the game was torture for him. And I helped 
make it that way. Even when she was in the 
infield, she couldn’t escape her guilt. Brad played 
shortstop beside her, and he wasn't talking 
much. His disappointment in her was evident, 

She sat on the bench in the dugout, watching 
Brad walk to the batter's box while Courtney 
took her place in the on-deck circle. Allen was 
neat He got up from the bench and went to get 
a bat. 

“Allen,” Ken said. He walked toward Allen 
and dropped a hand on his shoulder, “Come on. 
Let's talk over here,” 

No, Dad, Robbie thought desperately, don’t 
put any more pressure on him. He doesn't need 
that, Cautiously she got up and walked to the 
end of the dugout so she could watch, 

“Come on, Brad,” Manfred roared. “Get out 
there and spank:that ball. Get your hips on it, 
Keep your eye on the ball.” His enthusiasm was 
evident and had been during all three games. He 
an. for everybody, offering tips, especially 
to Allen. 
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Robbie stood at the edge of the dugout and 
peered around, feeling a little guilty about spy- 
ing on her dad. She also felt protective of Allen. 
“You're having some trouble hitting out 
there,’” Ken stated. “So what's the problem?” 

“Every time I go up to the plate,” Allen said, 
"{ get a strange sensation in my stomach and 
my hands get slippery.” 

“You're nervous." 
Allen nodded. 

Out on the field, Brad slammed a line drive 
just inside third base. “Way to fire!” Manfred 
roared. 

“You're afraid of letting your dad down, aren't 
you?” Ken asked. 

“Yes,” Allen replied. 

Ken hesitated for just a moment, then looked 
‘at Allen. “I don’t know what Robbie's life is 
going to be like when she grows up,” he said. 
“The same way your dad doesn’t know what 
your life is going to be like when you grow up.”” 

Robbie silently agreed, even more strongly in 
Allen's case. 

“You see," Ken went on, “you give things to 
your children that you believe in yourself 
Perspectives, instruction, the game of softball) 
whatever. And you spend time with them af 
these things so you can build a common f 

tion. Parents teach, Allen, but they can’t always 
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teach everything a child wants or needs, They 
simply don’t know everything, but a good par- 
ent tries to do what's best.’ 

Robbie listened, hearing the honesty in her 
father’s voice. 

“It’s hard to know what a child needs with 
the way the world changes so quickly these 
days,” Ken said. “Especially a child who's about 
to become a young adult, So you teach your 
child what you know because those are the 
things you can teach best, out of love and to 
build that common ground.” 

“1 think I understand,” Allen said. 

Robbie looked at her dad, amazed that she 
hadn’t remembered all the things she loved 
about him. She had talked to him about a 
great many things after her mother left. She 
hadn't told him about Allen, but that was 
really different, 

“I know softball,” Ken said. “That's why 1 
agreed to accept this coaching position. I thought 
it would be best for Robbie and me. Our lives are 
already going in separate directions in many 
areas, and she's seemed distracted these past few 
days. We both stay so busy just trying to meet 
our responsibilities, I thought maybe this tourna- 
ment would give us a little one-on-one time so 
we could talk about whatever's on her mind.” 
Oh, Dad. Robbie felt a lump in her throat. 
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“Coaching for a season is out of the question 
for me right now,” Ken said. “But this tourna- 
ment weekend, when it was offered, I really 
wanted to do this. Somehow, though, I haven't 
been able to talk to Robbie about what's on her 
mind. But that’s another matter, We're talking 
about you.” 

“need a batter on deck,”’ the umpire roared. 

Ken waved at the man but kept his attention 
on Allen. “When you get in that batter's box, I 
want you to remember one thing: you've got a 
great dad.” 

"Okay, Courtney, step up to that plate and 
kill that ball!” Manfred yelled. “Big swing, girl, 
big swing!” 

“He's a little too exuberant, maybe,” Ken 
said. “But when you go up to that plate, just 
remember he’s not here because of the way you 
bat or play. He’s here because he loves you, 
Keep that in mind.” 

“J will,” Allen promised. He swapped a high 
five with Ken, then trotted to the on-deck circle. 

Robbie left the dugout and approached her 
father. “You know," she said around the lump 
in her throat, “I owe you an apology. Sometimes 
I forget what a great dad you are.” 

“You heard:what I said to Allen?” Ken asked, 
looking embarrassed. 

“Every word.” Robbie took a deep breath: 
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“And when we get the chance, I want to talk to 
you about some things I've been thinking 
about.” 

Ken grinned. “I'd like that. You know I'm 
always here for you.” He dropped an arm over 
her shoulders and gave her a hug. 

Robbie hugged him back, feeling better 
already. “I know, Dad.” 


Josh inserted the key into the lock of room 
314, He hesitated about opening it, imagining 
all kinds of Ralthian security devices set up to 
protect the perimeter. And they probably 
weren’t set on stun. 

Cautiously he pushed the door open to find 
himself in a conference room, complete with a 
long table and numerous chairs. A microwave 
and a compact refrigerator were in the back. 

The Enigma Man props were barely illumi- 
nated because the lights were off and the drapes 
were drawn, He recognized some of them: the 
Malkorian Thought-Reader helmet, which the 
evil Dr. Korge had invented; the fang of Texra- 
Kluurg, a prehistoric mosquito; and others. 

The Ralthian Brain Bender, looking like a box 
kite tangled with electrodes and wiring, sat on 
the coffee table: It looked exactly the way Josh 
remembered it from the serials. 

He went inside and considered his options 
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Spotting a white phone on the conference table) 
he crossed over to it and lifted it. He wasn't 
touching the Brain Bender unless he had to, 
Hiding it was an option, but the question was 
where? 
He punched in the number of Allen’s pager, 
then added 007 and 911 to let Allen know hed 
found the Brain Bender, Knowing he had to get 
back down to the huckster room, Josh grabbed 
the Grifflim Force Shield Generator, which 
looked like a Mébius strip made out of cotton 
candy and encrusted with jewels. He took the 
stairs back down because the elevators were 
filled with conventioneers, They were immedi- 
ately apparent by their costumes. 

He arrived at the huckster room just ahead of 
a small group of men in dark suits. They infil- 
trated the room at once, spreading out with mil- 
itary precision. At first Josh thought it was 
another publicity stunt created by Vince and 
Neal. Then he recognized the Shadow Man, one 
of the main agents of the Alien Retrieval 
Commission. 
ARC was on the scene! 


Allen gripped the bat with determination 
he faced the Magic’s pitcher. His hands felt sli 
pery and the quivery sensation tickled his stoma 


Looney 
ach. He blinked as the pitcher settled into her 
windup, 

“Come on, Allen,” Manfred called, 
loose. Give the ball a big ride,” 

He's not here because of the way you bat or 
play, Allen reminded himself. He's here because 
he loves you, 

Allen knew that was true, He couldn't be any 
closer to his Earth father. And he wanted des- 
perately to perform well. He glanced at the 
bases. Brad was on second, waiting in anticipa- 
tion, Courtney was safe on first. There were 
two outs, bottom of the ninth. No pressure 
Allen choked up on the bat. 


The first ball blew by him before he realized 
it was coming, 


“Stee-rike one!” the umpire yelled, 

The butterfly sensation in Allen’s stomach 
multiplied, He stepped out of the batter's box 
for a quick breath and tried to relax, These 
human emotions were tough. Adrenaline alone 
was enough to confuse him, 

come ony Allen,” Manfred. encouraged. 
“You're a hitter, Big swing, bab y, big: swing: 
Knock the cover offi” Past sdb 

Allen stepped: back in, The next two pitches 
were near strikes, off the plate just far enough to 
try to pull him after them. He let them go. Hé 
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had a good eye. Knowing when the ball was 
over the plate was no problem. 

He swung at the second strike, barely missing 
it, 

“Stee-rike two!” the umpire roared. 

Allen stepped out of the batter’s box feeling 
scared and alone. 

“Allen,” Robbie called from the on-deck cir- 
cle, “you can do this. I know you can.” 

Looking at her, Allen realized that since he'd 
known her, he'd almost never felt alone. Even 
though some of the other players wanted to 
replace me on the team, he thought, Robbie 
never stopped being my friend. That realization 
made him feel good. From his experiences on 
this planet so far, he knew that people could be 
divided for a time, but those who were meant to 
be together were always true to each other, 
whether they could hit the ball or not. 

Allen stepped back to the plate, focused 
entirely on the ball, thinking only that no mat- 
ter what happened, his friendship with the 
Stevensons and Manfred would remain true, 

The pitcher threw the ball, and Allen went 
with his instincts. He drove the ball into deep! 
left, between the left fielder and left center, 
Then he ran. The Magic infielders held him up 
at second, but it was too late to stop Brad and 
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Courtney from scoring. The game was over in a 
flurry of dust at home plate. The Bombers won 

Robbie and her teammates came out onto the 
field, cheering wildly. Allen couldn't help smil- 
ing, but the pager buzzing in his pocket took 
away the brief flicker of victory when he saw 
Josh’s code number and 911, Before he could get 


away, however, the team swept him up and car- 
ried him off the field. ; peers ta? 


“Please step aside,” the Shadow Man said 
“We're with the FBI.” 

Josh knew the man was lying. Officially, ARC 
didn’t exist. He didn’t know what had brought 
them to the convention. Maybe the trace-back 
had gotten closer to Delport than he'd thought. 
Or maybe the reappearance of Enigma Man had 
triggered the investigation, 

“What's going on here?” Vince challenged, 
stepping forward. 

“We've got a warrant,” the Shadow Man said. 
“If you interfere with me or my agents, you'll 
be arrested.” 

Vince backed off, raising his hands, 

_ Without another word the ARC agents closed 
in on the table where Hector Dalton had been 
signing autographs, When they got there, how- 
ever, Hector Dalton was gone. 
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Josh left the room quietly and quickly, figur- 
ing he knew where Hector Dalton had headed, 
He just wondered if Allen and Robbie were 
going to show up in time, 


“Josh found the Brain Bender,” Allen whis- 
pered to Robbie while the team headed for the 
concession stand. Ken was buying a round of 
sodas for the team. “T've got to go.” 

"Go," Robbie said. “I'll cover for you. I'll tell 
them you got sick or something.” 

Allen nodded and moved through the crowd 
on the way to the concession stand, His mind 
raced. Josh had found the Ralthian, but there 
were no guarantees Josh would be all right. 

Some of the teams had put up displays and 
games to raise funding for their teams. Allen 
paid a dollar to enter a canvas tunnel of horrors 
put up by one of the younger girls’ teams at the 
ballpark. 

Inside, he saw the first of the Day-Glo mon- 
sters painted on the canvas walls. Once he was 
out of sight, he changed into his energy form 
and sped out the other end, undetected in the 


harsh sunlight, 


ARC agents moved through the hotel, infest 
ing it with the speed of a twenty-four-hour flu 
bug, searching for their quarry. Curiously, they 
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almost blended in with the convention atten- 
dees, since they looked like X-Files fans, Josh 
stayed ahead of them, racing up to the third 
floor. He was moving very fast, but the Ralthian 
who called himself Hector Dalton beat him to 
room 314, 

Josh dodged back around the corner, barely 
avoiding Hector Dalton’s gaze. Dalton slammed 
his hand against the doorknob, shattering it 
with the single blow. He opened the door and 
strode in, 

Josh waited nervously. Where was Allen? 
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Alten went through the revolving door of the 
hotel in the blink of an eye. He went in as 
energy and stepped out in his human form, No 
one in the lobby noticed, busy with their own 
conversations, 

He checked the huckster room first but 
didn’t find Josh there, He noticed the men 
in black suits immediately, then spotted 
the Shadow Man pinning Vince and Neal up 
against the wall with a barrage of ques- 
tions. 

The Shadow Man held a Grifflim Force Shield 
Generator in one hand. “Where'd this come 
from?” he demanded. 

“From the Enigma Man movie props,’’ Vince 
answered. 
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“We got them for the charity auction on 
Sunday,” Neal added. 

“There are more?” the Shadow Man asked 

The brothers nodded. 

“Where?” 

“Third floor,” Vince replied, 

“Room 314," Neal told him. 

Guessing that since Josh wasn’t in the huck- 
ster room he was probably upstairs, Allen 
turned and sprinted from the room. Ralthians 
were dangerous, and this one knew that ARC 
was hot on his heels, so he'd be even more 
dangerous than usual, Allen hurried, thread- 
ing his way through crowds of heroes and 
monsters, trying to avoid the men in black 
suits, 


“What do you mean Josh is out of money?” 
Ken asked. “I gave him money before he left 
this morning.” 

“I don’t know, Dad,” Robbie said. “I just 
called and talked to him. He said he was broke 
and had missed lunch.” She couldn't think of 
another excuse to persuade her dad to drive her 
to the convention: 

“He'll have to wait,” her dad replied, holding 
up a sheaf of papers: “It seems the softball com- 
mission hasn’t finalized the times for some of 
the games, I can’t leave.” 
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“But I've got to go,” Robbie said. “I don't 
want to think about Josh going hungry.” 

Ken sighed, “If I'd known, you could have 
sent the money with Allen.” 

Robbie had told her father and Manfred that 
Allen had taken the time off between games to 
go to the convention. They weren't supposed to 
play again until that evening. 

“Hey, Coach, if it’s okay with you, I can drive 
her.” Brad stepped forward. 

Robbie felt uncomfortable. Since Brad had 
found out she'd told Allen he might be replaced, 
he hadn’t spoken to her except during plays, 
He'd avoided her. 

“Sure,” Ken said, He dug money out of 
his wallet. “Call the park and find out 
exactly when your next game is. And don’t 
be late.” 

“Right, Dad.” Robbie turned to Brad. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

“Yeah.” Brad's giving me a ride, Robbie 
thought morosely, only now I don’t want to 
talk to him, 


Allen sped up the stairs and arrived on the’ 
third floor, He glanced at the doors, reading the 
numbers in quick succession as he ran by thems 
301—other side 302, 304, 306, 

The door to 314 was open, and Josh stood 
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beside it, peering fearfully in, Allen tapped the 
other boy on the shoulder, 

Josh almost leaped out of his skin and started 
to scream. 

Allen clapped a hand over his friend’s mouth. 
“fs the Ralthian still inside?” Allen asked, keep- 
ing his hand in place. 

Josh nodded. 


Robbie couldn't endure the silence inside 
Brad’s car anymore. She folded her arms and 
stared through the windshield. “Look,” she said, 
“| know you think it’s pretty crummy of me 
palling Allen that people were trying to replace 

im.” 

“Tt was," Brad said. 

Oh, man, Robbie thought, he’s really going to 
grind it in. 

“1 got mad at you for a lot of reasons,” Brad 
said, “First of all, I really like you. You're a good 
player, competitive like me, and you always 
expect the most from yourself and other people. 
No halfway measures.” 

He likes me} Robbie couldn’t believe it. Her 
throat tightened up, but she forced herself to 
speak. “I’ve always been kind of driven to 
succeed.” 

Brad nodded. “Firstborn syndrome. I've got it 
myself.” He drove through the downtown traf- 
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fic. “What I like most, though, is how you and 
Allen are able to deal with it. He still likes you 
and you still like him,” 

“We're friends,” Robbie said. “No matter 
what comes up between us, we know we have 
to deal with it. And I didn’t want anyone else to 
tell him. I thought it would have been worse for 
him to just find out." 

“You're probably right. Sheena kind of sur- 
prised me with the way she handled it, but not 
really, I can’t believe 1 was even momentarily 
interested in her.” 

“She's really cute,” Robbie said. 

“Maybe. Would you want to go out with 
someone just because they were cute?” 

Robbie didn’t even have to think about it. “It 
might get me interested, but that wouldn't be 
enough.” 

“Exactly, Sheena’s really selfish and full of 
herself, too.” 

“You think so?” 

Brad smiled. “You'd have to be blind not to 
see it.” 

Robbie smiled, but kept it to herself, 

Brad shook his head. “I'm glad you and Allen 
are such good friends. Sometimes the things 
you break, the trust you break, you just can‘é 


"I know," Robbie said, thinking about her 
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own relationship with her mom. “You have to 
do the best you can.” 

“Yeah. So I wanted to talk to you, do what I 
could about fixing things between us because I 
respect and like you,” 

Coming from Brad, that sounds even more 
important than just being cute. Robbie blushed. 
‘I'm glad,” she said. Even though she felt happy 
at the moment, she still thought about Allen 
and Josh tracking down the Ralthian and the 
Brain Bender. She didn’t know if she was going 


to get there in time, or even be able to help if 
she did. 


Allen stepped into the suite where the 
Ralthian scout was lurking. His stomach was 
flip-flopping the way it had when he'd gone to 
the plate, but he knew he couldn't back away 
from the confrontation. The Brain Bender was a 
terrible danger. 

And the Shadow Man and ARC agents might 
close in at any time, 

Hector Dalton stood in the center of the 
room, cooing in delight over the assembled 
movie props. He touched the Brain Bender, and 
tiny lights started glowing. A vibrant hum filled 
the suite, 

Without warning, the Ralthian turned to face 
them. He smiled, “Hey, guys, Sorry, but you'll 
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have to wait for autographs downstairs like 
everybody else,” He sounded cordial and totally 
human. 
“We-we-we're not here for autographs,” Josh 
said in a halting voice. “Step away from the 
Brain Bender,” 
‘The Ralthian looked surprised, “You know 
what this is?”’ 
‘Allen shot Josh a glance. 
Realizing he'd given them away a little, Josh 
shrugged and looked uncertain. “Sure. Doesn't 
everybody?” 
The Ralthian turned slowly and walked 
toward them. “No,” he stated, “not just any- 
body would know what this is, Who are you? pressed," Zheliz said. “Even if I get a hit out of 
ARC? Somebody élse? You're awfully young.” the comics, there's a good chance they won't 
“We know who you are,” Allen said. “You're support me in the style to which I’ve become 
Zheliz, a Ralthian scout." accustomed. The Brain Bender, however, pre- 
“Then you also know that I've been stranded) sents far more potential, With it, I can take all 
on this pathetic world for over fifty years.” The! the power and wealth I want. I can become-any- 
Ralthian‘s voice changed, becoming deeper and one I want to be. Lately. I've been thinkingyof 
coarser. “I was sent here asran expeditionary becoming a movie star—maybe Brad. Pitt/or 
force to consider taking over this’ planet. Only; Leonardo DiCaprio, That would be fun,! 
when I got into position; my commanders we Allen didn’t like the Ralthian‘s.smile whenhe 
no longer interested.” : said that, 
“It’s ‘not much of a planet!in some wat “1 lost track of the Brain Bender fifty, yeamago 
Allen agreed. when] used it-as ane-of the movie propsandite 
The Ralthian smiled. “Right. More of # persuade the movie people to do the film my 
stop than anything. My commanders‘also dit way, I left it in the care of the production stu- 
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feel like coming to rescue me. I had the misfor- 
tune of crashing my ship when I landed.” 

“You wrote the Enigma Man comics instead,” 
Josh said. 

“Some of my best work,” the Ralthian said, 
“and I had to find a way to support myself, It 
provided me with a good income for most of 
these fifty years. Unfortunately, high living and 
the cost of changing identities was very expen- 
sive. [ran out of money.” 

“So you started writing the comics again,” 
Allen said, He took a step back, giving in to the 
threat of the Ralthian, 

“Yes, but the market appears to be de- 
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dio, but they went out of business and every- 
thing was lost. I have it back now. If I’m going 
to be imprisoned here, I’m going to live well. 
And I can best do that by becoming one of this 
world’s icons. As for the two of you...” 

The Ralthian morphed suddenly, changing 
into his eight-foot, four-armed, hairless body. 
His skin looked like melted wax. 

“Gross!” Josh yelped, jumping back. 

Allen dodged away, pointing toward the con- 
ference table and energizing it, The table flew 
through the air toward the Ralthian. 

Zheliz only stayed surprised for a moment. 
Then he smashed the table with all four arms, 
reducing it to splinters with a loud crack! By 
that time, Allen had energized three of the 
chairs and sent them through the air at the 
Ralthian as well. 

“Josh,” Allen said, “get the Brain Bender,” 

The Ralthian swatted at the chairs, leaping 
into the air and flying toward the tall ceiling. 
“Who are you?” he roared, 

Josh streaked for the Brain Bender and gath- 
ered it up into his arms, He hesitated, turning 
to Allen. 

"Go!" Allen urged, He energized the heavy 
sofa on one side of the room and got ready to 
throw it too. Then the Ralthian pointed a hand 
at him. 


looney 


A telekinetic wall slammed into Allen and 
knocked him off his feet with bruising force. It 
felt worse than getting flattened in wrestling 
by Kammermeier. He struggled to get back on 
his feet, watching as the Ralthian dropped 
down in front of the door to block Josh’s 
escape. 

Josh backpedaled at once, trying to get away. 
But Zheliz quickly reached out and snagged the 
Brain Bender. 

Allen switched to his energy form, knowing. 
he'd be faster and stronger than in his human 


body, 

"A Xelan!” Zheliz roared in surprise. “I 
haven't seen one of your kind in years. Prepare 
to die!” 

Allen fired bioblasts designed to incapacitate 
the Ralthian’s nervous system. They bounced 
off the telekinetic shield Zheliz put up around 
himself. 

Without another word, the Ralthian turned 
invisible. 

Allen grew very afraid. A batting slump was 
one thing, but an invisible Ralthian loose in the 
world with a Brain Bender was impossible to 
accept. He fired more energy bolts, but they siz- 
zled and evaporated in the air harmlessly. Even 
with his Xelan senses, he couldn't find the 


Ralthian, 
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Robbie suddenly stepped into the room, carry- 
ing a red fire extinguisher from the hall. She 
aimed it in the general direction of the center of 
the room. The white foam spread through the 
air in a hissing cloud. 

Some of it glopped on Allen and Josh, feeling 
cold and sticky. But it also stuck to the 
Ralthian, stripping away the invisibility. 

Allen energized the sofa again, lifting it from 
the floor and flinging it toward the Ralthian. It 
struck the creature instantly, driving it back- 
ward, The Brain Bender dropped to the carpet 

Josh skidded forward, snatching the Brain 
Bender from the Ralthian just as two of the 
alien’s arms reached for it, Josh scrambled away 
and pitched the Brain Bender to Robbie as the 
Ralthian came after him. Robbie scooped it up 
and passed it off to Allen, 

Working quickly, Allen stripped the Brain 
Bender's power plant from its case. The power 
plant was a green crystalline square that lay in 
Allen’s glowing hand. He energized it as the 
Ralthian raced at him, all four arms reaching. 
Allen sent the power plant speeding toward the 
nearest wall. 

“Noooo!"" the foam-encrusted Ralthian screamed, 
watching helplessly as the power plant shecred 
through the air. 

‘The power plant shattered against the wall, 
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becoming a handful of useless green fragments. 

“Trapped!” the Ralthian roared. “Trapped on 
this primitive backwater planet! You're going to 
pay for that, Xelan!"’ 

“Allen!” Robbie called. “ARC agents are on 
their way down the hall! We've got to go!” 

Resuming his human form, Allen joined his 
friends and they raced out into the hallway. The 
Ralthian chased them. 

‘Three ARC agents in black stood at one end 
of the hall, their hard gazes scanning the 
floor. 

“Monster!” Josh screamed at them. “There's 
some kind of monster in that room!” He 
pointed at the suite. 

Zheliz sped through the door, then spotted 
the ARC agents and stumbled to a stop, “Uh- 
oh," he said. 

The ARC agents reached under their jackets 
and cleared leather with futuristic weapons. 
When they fired them, the pink-tinted beams 
turned into a cage that trapped the Ralthian. 

During the confusion, Allen, Robbie, and Josh 
ran. down the stairwell at the other end of the 
hallway and made their getaway. Robbie 
directed them toward Brad’s car, which was 
waiting at the curb. 

He looked at them in surprise as they got in. 

“We were the victims of a joke," Robbie 
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explained, rubbing at the white foam that cov- 
ered them, “This is supposed to be Angarian 
root-grub slime.” 

“Sure,” Brad said, nodding. “You never know 
what to expect at a comics convention, do 
you?” He put the car in gear and pulled into 
traffic, 


Robbie helped her dad man the grill at the 
party they hosted at the Stevenson home that 
night. Ken turned the hot dogs and grinned at 
the backyard filled with players, 

“1 still think having a party now might be a 
little premature,” Robbie said. 

“Do you?” her dad asked. “We defeated the 
Crush today in our last game, making us tied at 
one each, I feel good about that.” 

"So do 1," Robbie said, “But there's every 
chance we'll meet them again in the finals.” 

“Yeah, but we're going to take this tourna- 
ment one game at a time,” her dad said. “And 
win or lose tomorrow, we're going to have 
another party.” He waved the meat fork. ‘I miss 
this kind of stuff, Robbie. I've got to find a way 
to work my schedule better so we can do more 
of it.” 

“If you can,” Robbie said, “that'd be great. 
Coach Iverson might be willing to allow some 
guest coaching.” 
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“Tl ask about it, If you don’t mind.” 

“I don't mind at all, Dad,” 

Ken took a pickle from the nearby table and 
glanced around. “I don’t see Brad here." 

Robbie blushed. She'd talked to her dad about 
what had been distracting her lately, leaving out 
the part about the Ralthian and the Brain 
Bender. She couldn't believe how totally cool 
he’d been about it. He hadn't made fun of her or 
gotten mad or made light of her feelings the way 
some girls’ parents did. “Brad went to get his lit- 
tle sister,” she said. “I told him it would be okay 
if she came. He'll be back soon.” 

“That's good.” Ken looked a little uncomfort- 
able. “I'm glad we talked earlier, Robbie, 
because I’d noticed you were a little tense, I'm 
happy it wasn't anything I was doing. And I’m 
glad you got the chance to talk about your feel: 
ings. At any age, those feelings can be really 
intense.” 

Robbie nodded. “But?” 

Ken hooked a finger in his shirt collar, loosen- 
ing it, “But we haven't discussed dating, and I 
thought maybe we might.” 

“Oh. That.” 

“I think maybe you should wait a little 
longer.” 

“Me too.” 

He looked at her in surprise. "No argument?” 
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Robbie took a deep breath. “Dad, I think Brad 
is really a cool guy,*and I like him a lot. But I 
don’t think I'm ready to handle any more pres- 
sure. This whole figuring out like-don’t like 
thing has been hard enough without adding in 
anything else yet.” 

“Oh.” Ken paused. “Okay.” 

“When I'm ready to start dating, I'll let you 
know and we can talk about it.” She looked at 
her dad, “And, you know, now that you're start- 
ing to date again you can always talk to me.” 

Ken hesitated for a moment. Right. Well, I’m 
taking it slowly, but I'll let you know.” He 
pointed his spatula at the hot dogs. “Those are 
getting cold." 

Robbie took the platter of meat toione of the 
tables they’d set up in their, backyard. Allen 
met her, looking more relaxed than he had in 
days. 

“Hey, good game against the Crush this after- 
noon,” Robbie congratulated him. They'd been 
80’ excited ‘after the unexpected win she hadn’t 
had the chance to tell him: 

“T only got on base'oneo;‘" Allen said. 

“But you hit Deanna’ Holtzer’s curve ball 
twice. So you grounded:out one of those times. 
You hit the ball) Keep hitting the ball and:let 
them make the mistakes.” 
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Allen laid a hot dog in a bun and smothered 
it with mustard. “Making mistakes isn’t so 
bad. As long as you learn from them and don't 
give in to the fear of making them and give up 
trying.” 

“{ know." Robbie snatched a chip from 
Allen's plate. “What do you think ARC will do 
with the Ralthian?” 

“Keep him locked up,” Allen replied. “The 
same way they do all aliens they find. Without 
the Brain Bender, he won't be able to do 
much,” 

Robbie nodded, The comics convention had 
struggled on in spite of the story released in the 
news about Hector Dalton’s arrest by govern- 
ment agents for subversive activities. According 
to Josh, all of the Enigma Man articles became 
instant collector's items, He’d bought as much 
of it as he could as an investment and was busy 
stacking the comics in his room. 

“Allen! Hey, Allen!” Cody called out from 
the other table. “Come over here, man, and 
back me up on this story of how great I was 
today.” 

Allen jerked a thumb over his shoulder. 
“Cody's gitlfriend didn’t come to the games 
today because she had to work. He’s telling her 
about them. With my help.” 
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if you have the time, Vd like to talk. About fal 
: 
Allen nodded. “yd like that, Meet you up on eae the outer habitable perimeter of the Holihs 


the roof?” 


it id - 
Sure," Robbie said. “T'll save you a seat.” Bereme volsaic activity and oo 
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quakes. The only supply of water is constantly moving, 
dnd shifting underground, making the planet's inhabi- 
tants nomadic. ‘The number of moons varies (usually 
between 0 and 7}, The volcanoes shoot new moons into 
space constantly, but their orbits always decay and 
gravity brings them crashing back onto the planet. On 
Ral, the sky is falling. | 
| habitants, Ralthians are the highest form of intelligence 
‘on the planet. ‘They are about eight fect tall, with four 
fems, waxlike skin, and no hair, and they have teleki- 
netic powers, 
Average Malthan fe span, Approximately 200 to 300 Earth years: 
umber of Ralthoansonfal, Five million 
fhumber of noun falthans Earth. One, a seout named Zheliz 
Scwnbiie advances. Ralthians have mastered plus-light 
speeds. They have also created the Brain Bender, a uni- 
Versal mind-contral device that allows them to manip 
Ulite and steal the memories and thought processes of 
their victims. 
thes: Trykloids 
fac Ralthians are talented spies and masters of 

disguise. They often use stolen memories to replace a 
specific member of a society without detection. 
| However, they love attention, and one will often 

attempt to rise in prominence as the individual he is: 
impersonating. 
‘AAC hen Mlereference #1216 
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any spor aren't anything lke the amos Allen Stfange used 10 
play with his friends on the planet Xela, So when Allen Joins Robbie 
Stevensot softball team, he goes to his mannequin-turned-father Mantred, 
for some batting practice betore the bid tournament, Mantred’s @ natural at 
hitting homeruns: (but his fatherly advice sounds an awlul tot like an ad for 
sports equipment), , 

Meanwhile, Robbie's brother, Josh, suspects: that an old comic ‘book 
and movie character called Enigma han i really an ate in disguise, When 
‘Allen recognizes one of Enigma ‘Man's props as a dangerous allen Brain 

thay must gt the device before I falls into the 
wrong hands. But can ‘ion solve the puzzle of Enigma ‘Man without letting 
Robbie and the rest of the softball team down? 
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